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Qlou 

These are the letters of Louise Amelia Knapp Smith 
Clappe, who subscribed them “Dame Shirley.” They 
were written in 1851 and 1852 from Rich and Indian 
bars on the North Fork of the Feather River in Cali- 
fornia’s gold diggings, and were first published serially 
in The Pioneer Magazine of San Francisco during 1854 
and 1 855. At the head of the first letter so published the 
editor remarked that they were: u written by a lady who 
came to California in 1849, to her sister in 1 the states 
as the land we left behind us was called at that time. 
They are penned in that light , graceful, epistolary style, 
which only a lady can fall into ; and as they are a tran- 
script of the impression which the condition of California 
affairs, two years ago, made on a cultivated mind, can- 
not fail to be of general interest." 
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Introduction 

by Carl I. Wheat 

“We beg the particular attention of our readers,” wrote 
the editor of the Marysville Herald on April 8, 1851, “to 
the following interesting and beautifully written letter, 
from an unknown lady correspondent.” 

The contribution in question had been penned a few 
days earlier from the evanescent and already largely de- 
serted “City” of Plumas, a few miles down the Feather 
(or Plumas) River from Marysville, on the main route 
to California’s northern gold diggings. As a real-estate 
venture Plumas City had proved a dismal failure. Its 
hopeful promoters of the year before had one by one 
drifted away, and all that was left by the spring of ’5 x 
were the battered remains of an ungainly frame hotel and 
a few rough shacks, already falling apart. 

But the meadows and the oak-studded prairies round 
about were carpeted with flowers, the air was full of 
birds, and the little New England lady (who had signed 
herself “Shirley”) had fairly bubbled over with pleasure 
and excitement as she recorded the scene in her letter to 
the Herald , embroidering with literary and classical allu- 
sions her somewhat ecstatic account of the countryside 
and of the “panoramic picture gallery” of diggings-bound 
miners who formed a constant procession past her door. 

Marysville, itself but a year old, had already out- 
stripped its rivals to become the chief entrepot of the 
northern mines, and the Marysville Herald was in 1851 
the leading newspaper north of Sacramento. Its editor, 
Steven Massett, by this time one of California’s foremost 
journalists, knew when he had made a find. He re- 

vii 
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marked that he rather fancied that “no paper in Cali- 
fornia can boast of so fair and talented a correspondent as 
‘Shirley,’ ” and he promised his readers more contribu- 
tions from her “gifted pen.” 

As good as his word, a few days later he published a 
poem signed by her, and then another, and on May i an 
entire column from her pen, written from San Francisco. 
She had been en route to the Bay City when she wrote 
her first letter. Now, as she walked its planked streets, 
she recalled that someone had once termed it a “fairy 
city.” But, thinking of its fog and mud, and dust and 
wind, she remarked that, admitting its many remarkable 
qualities, San Francisco seemed to her to be “fairy-like” 
only in “the magical celerity with which it sprang into 
existence.” Nevertheless there was, she thought, “a cer- 
tain fascination about the place, which our friends in the 
States find it difficult to comprehend.” For, 

“what with its many-costumed, many-tongued, many- 
visaged population; its flashy looking squares, built one 
day and burnt the next; its wickedly beautiful gambling 
houses; its gay stores where the richest productions of 
every nation can be found, and its wild, free, unconven- 
tional style of living, it possesses for the young adven- 
turer especially a strange charm.” 

This was a lengthy and interesting letter, and Shirley 
wrote at least two more contributions to the Herald , one 
from a spot she termed “Prairie des Lys,” and the last, 
dated in July, again from Plumas. The skeleton of that 
erstwhile “City,” no longer relieved by the flowers of 
spring, now rose gaunt and unappetizing in the heat and 
dust of oncoming summer. 

Except for a certain sprightliness of expression, there 
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is little to be found in these particular letters to attract 
the attention of present-day readers. Artificiality of style 
and a patent search for figures of speech were the vogue 
of the day, but these elements beat unpleasantly against 
modern ears, and though Shirley’s letters to the editor 
that spring and early summer of 1851 contained a few 
rather striking phrases, were it not for their signature 
they would doubtless have remained unnoticed, their au- 
thor unidentified — merely another nom-de-plume in a 
musty old file. 

It was while that file of early newspapers was recently 
being canvassed for another purpose, however, that the 
name “Shirley” suddenly stood out. Letters similarly 
signed had once been written from deep in the gold dig- 
gings of the upper Feather River gorge, and those letters 
had become known and loved over the years as “the 
Shirley Letters from the California mines.” Here, obvi- 
ously, were earlier products of that same gifted pen, and 
though their style held less of the stark realism and bril- 
liance of those letters from the diggings, it was clear that 
here were new elements to help fill in their author’s his- 
tory. 

Not only this — the discovery of these early 1851 
letters in the Marysville Herald provided the key to what 
had long been something of a minor literary mystery. For 
during 1854 and 1855, in San Francisco, Ferdinand C. 
Ewer had first printed Shirley’s celebrated letters from 
the mines serially in his literary venture The Pioneer: or 
California Monthly Magazine. The letters so published 
had been written during the latter half of 1851 and 
through most of 185a from Rich Bar, high in the upper 
Feather River canyon, to their writer’s sister in “the 
States,” and how Ewer had come by them for publica- 
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tion on the western coast in 1854-5 had been a puzzle. 
The finding of the earlier 1851 “Shirley Letters” in the 
Marysville Herald offered the solution, for Steve Mas- 
sett was to become a frequent contributor to the Pioneer , 
and apparently his paper’s erstwhile “fair correspondent” 
either placed in his hands or allowed him to make copies 
of the letters she wrote to her sister after closing her brief 
contributions to the Herald. 

That Ewer recognized the great human and historical 
merit of these documents places us of a later day ever- 
more in his debt, for these letters from the Sierra dig- 
gings form a priceless contribution to our knowledge and 
understanding of that long-vanished era — the earliest 
flush days of the great gold rush. “Alas,” Shirley had 
written of the tarnished town of Plumas, “never was 'sic 
transit’ more legibly written than on the vanishing splen- 
dors of this was-to-have-been city!” And surely never 
was “sic transit” ever more legibly written than on those 
transitory scenes and soon-to-be-forgotten episodes of 
life in the California gold diggings, whose earliest ephem- 
eral atmosphere is so magnificently captured in Dame 
Shirley’s letters from Rich Bar. During her brief sojourn 
in the mountain country an entire society emerged and 
as quickly faded. It was a historic human maelstrom 
whose surges and storms Shirley so well recorded. 

She had come to California in 1 849 with her physi- 
cian husband, Dr. Fayette Clappe, and for more than a 
year they had lived in the roisterous metropolis of San 
Francisco. But the fogs and winds that swept through 
the Golden Gate had finally proved too much for the doc- 
tor’s health, and after sticking it out through two winter 
seasons he had felt it imperative to head for a more 
healthful climate. Leaving his wife at the Bay, he took 
the trail for the upper Feather River, where, as rumor 
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had it, the climate, though rigorous, was not too bad, 
and a physician might find use for his talents. 

By the time Dr. Clappe reached the area in question, 
quite a rash of doctors had broken out in those diggings, 
but he finally located what seemed to be a likely spot at 
Rich Bar, a small but bustling camp deep in the great 
canyon of the Feather. There he opened his office — a 
rude canvas affair with a dirt floor and a few rough 
boxes for furniture — and there, as soon as a place could 
be found for her to stay, he brought his wife. 

It was early summer. The year was 1851. Shirley had 
been waiting in the valley for news from her doctor hus- 
band. In fact, she had just written that last letter to the 
Herald from Plumas City when he appeared and rode 
with her into the mountains. Now, week by week and 
month by month, she was to address to her sister those 
twenty-three letters from the mines whose worth Steve 
Massett and Ferdinand Ewer so fortunately recognized, 
and which — after these many years — are here repub- 
lished. 

Though the letters from Rich Bar bore the same nom- 
de-plume as those recently found in the files of the Marys- 
ville Herald , it is interesting to note their differences. 
They are obviously by the same hand, but the smother- 
ing flood of words and the tracery of figures of speech 
that abound in the earlier letters are almost wholly absent 
from the letters from the diggings, reflecting the fact 
(proving it, if proof were needed) that those letters 
were in fact written to the sister “back home” in order to 
afford her a true picture of life in the mining country, 
and were not primarily, if at all, intended for the public 
eye. Indeed, the simple realism of these later letters not 
only contrasts with Shirley’s somewhat strained earlier 
/'nn«i4Knrinm rn the Marvsville Herald but renders her 
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letters from the diggings almost unequaled among the 
literary legacies of the gold rush . 1 

Such writings do not, of course, spring lightly from 
an unpracticed or untrained hand, for, though these let- 
ters were written disjointedly over a period of a year and 
a half, they are finished and expertly constructed docu- 
ments, and their writer was quite evidently no mere ama- 
teur with her pen. Her letters to the Herald would have 
sufficed to show that she was not wholly inexperienced 
in literary matters, and it is only fair to add that the fan- 
tasies of language which those letters contained were, for 
the period, exceedingly well done, and doubtless pleased 
the Herald's readers no end. But what this little lady’s 
background might have been, or even where she hailed 
from in “the States,” was not known until quite recent 
years, and oddly enough it was from a group of letters 
written to her that most of that background has been de- 
veloped. From this little packet of letters, found lov- 
ingly tied in faded ribbon when their recipient died — 
full of days — threescore years after they were received, 
it has been possible to reconstruct much of Shirley’s ear- 
lier life, and thus to throw light on the literary back- 
ground of her celebrated letters from the California 
mines. 

It was more than a decade before Shirley found herself 
at Rich Bar that Alexander Hill Everett, elder brother 
of Edward, sat down one day in a western Massachu- 
setts stagecoach beside a young lady of Amherst some 
thirty years his junior. Though she was then barely turn- 
ing twenty-one, her sparkling conversation apparently 

1 In its recent centennial canvass of important books “of and about 
the Gold Rush,” the Book Club of California reported that the authori- 
ties and enthusiasts consulted by it had listed Dame Shirley’s Letters 
more frequently than any other item in the vast array of gold-rush lit- 
erary outpourings. 
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keenly interested the distinguished diplomat and man of 
affairs. An orphan from New Jersey, she had long since 
learned the repose and solace that may be found in books, 
but in a letter to her dated October 31, 1839 Everett 
wrote: “if you were to add to the love of reading the 
habit of writing you would find a new and inexhaustible 
source of comfort and satisfaction opening upon you.” 

It was good advice, and little Louise Amelia Knapp 
Smith proceeded to take it to heart. Though her first let- 
ter to him was apparently brief and rather diffident, as 
time wore on he skillfully led her to fuller and freer ex- 
pression. In this period of “the flowering of New Eng- 
land” much writing bore (as Sir Walter Scott had said 
of Mrs. Hemans’s poems) “too many flowers and too 
little fruit,” and Alexander Everett’s published writings 
were quite typical of their day, with their lacy tracery 
of language and deep searchings after figures of speech. 
But his letters to little Louise Smith, though couched in 
mellow and leisurely phrases, were simple and straight- 
forward — aptly calculated to bring out their recipient’s 
latent talent. He soon termed himself her “Father Con- 
fessor,” and before he died, in China in 1847 (when 
serving as his country’s commissioner), not only had he 
renewed his advice that she turn to her pen, but he had 
already had the pleasure of seeing in print a few of the 
products of her attentive mind. 

It was the stark life of the rough mountain gold dig- 
gings, however, that brought out the genuine talent of 
this girl from New England. Those months in the gro- 
tesque and ephemeral community on Rich Bar consti- 
tuted the one great, the one truly dramatic, experience of 
her life, and in her letters to her sister she rose to heights 
of expression that she had not reached before and that 
she would not in a long lifetime again equal. The letters 
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that Alexander Everett wrote to her during those earlier 
years form a remarkable collection, not only from the 
standpoint of their author but for the reflection of their 
recipient’s character and growing talent. But surely nei- 
ther the well-known editor, essayist, and diplomat nor 
his youthful correspondent could have imagined that the 
letters she was to write, as “Shirley,” from that wild 
canyon in the then still unknown land of California 
would one day be acclaimed as perhaps the most perfect 
mirror of the strange world which they so simply but so 
well described, or that these letters of his “fair Penitent” 
would overshadow by far the numerous products of his 
own prolific pen. 

In her first letter from the mountains, dated Septem- 
ber 13, 1851, she speaks of herself as “a shivering, frail, 
home-loving little thistle,” but apparently the “barbarous 
soil” of the diggings agreed with her, and in the rude 
society of the mines she noted with a woman’s careful 
eye all that went on about her. “I am bound, Molly,” 
she wrote to her sister, “by my promise, to give you a 
true picture (as much as in me lies,) of mining life and 
its peculiar temptations, nothing extenuating nor setting 
down aught in malice.’” Other writers — many who 
were later to become well known for their descriptions 
of life in the gold region of California — were at this 
very time attempting to picture in books and articles the 
strangely effervescent qualities of that life. Their ac- 
counts of their various adventures offer much of interest, 
but for the most part theirs were not the eyes to see 
many small details that lend significance and give flavor 
to the picture of such a society. Only a woman writing to 
another woman would note such elements of the small 
but busy world about her, and when Shirley wrote of the 
travail of women in the camp, and of the primitive cabins 
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and even more elemental tents in which she and her asso- 
ciates lived, she faithfully set down many little human 
events and many subtle facts that would inevitably have 
escaped the eyes of a man, but that serve to give the 
spirit of reality to her account. 

In one of her letters she wrote that she u would gladly 
write something which the world would not willingly 
let die,” having presumably in mind some deeply serious 
work, full of so-called “literary quality” and studded with 
the wordy symbolism of the period. Such had been the 
nature of the writing she had already accomplished, and 
such was to be in general the nature of her later work. 
Doubtless it would never have occurred to her that the 
very letters she was then penning would one day become 
“something” which future generations would indeed 
“not willingly let die.” Yet there, in the rude diggings 
where the softer overtones of “civilization” had been 
sloughed off by the miners, Shirley sloughed off the 
stifling overtones of “literary art,” and her letters reflect 
the extent to which she became a part of that strange 
world in flux. Never before nor ever again was she to 
pierce the depths or reach the heights of human emotion 
which pervade her simple words from the deep canyon 
of the Feather River, and these letters from the moun- 
tain diggings will be treasured so long as the moving 
story of the great California gold rush is recalled among 
men. Such writings, assuredly, we of a later world 
would not willingly let die. 

Though Ewer himself unquestionably recognized their 
worth, Shirley’s letters were little noticed when they first 
appeared in the Pioneer. Many well-known writers were 
contributing articles and bits of poetry or fiction to this 
new “literary exponent,” and theirs were the items that 
stirred the greatest current interest. Today, however, 
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when copies of the ephemeral little magazine have be- 
come prized items of rare Californiana, much of their 
contents has lost its pristine charm, and it can now be 
seen that only in “the Shirley Letters" did the Pioneer 
rise much above the level of its current literary fellows. 
For them alone, however, Ewers little magazine de- 
serves well of posterity. 

Oddly enough, though known in whole or in part to a 
few enthusiasts on early California subjects, these letters 
remained hidden in hard-to-come-by files of the Pioneer 
for a full threescore years and ten. Then Thomas C. Rus- 
sell of San Francisco brought out a small edition of the 
letters, and in 1933 the Grabhorn Press published them 
in two beautifully designed little volumes, again in a 
highly limited edition. Now, almost a century after the 
days of which Shirley wrote, her letters for the first time 
find themselves the subject of an edition through which 
they may readily become known to others than collectors 
of rare Western literary relics. 

Almost every writer to whom her letters became 
known over the years acknowledged his debt to Dame 
Shirley. Bret Harte built upon them several of his best 
stories of the gold rush. Others likewise used them, and 
when Josiah Royce wrote of the first American decade in 
California, he termed the letters “the best account of an 
early mining camp that is known to me." Royce was a 
matter-of-fact philosopher and could not bring himself to 
excuse or overlook the rose-colored attitude of many writ- 
ers toward the realities of the days of which he and they 
were writing. Continuing, on the subject of Shirley’s let- 
ters, he therefore added that “for our real insight into the 
mining life as it was, they are, of course, infinitely more 
helpful to us than the perverse romanticism of a thou- 
sand such tales as Mr. Bret Harte’s, tales that, as the 
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world knows, were not the result of any personal ex- 
perience of really primitive conditions.” In similar vein 
Charles Warren Stoddard (who had been one of Mrs. 
Clappe’s pupils at the old Denman Grammar School) 
wrote in 1875 to John Carmany, editor of the San Fran- 
cisco Overland Monthly (in a letter but recently discov- 
ered), that “If you want something infinitely better than 
Bret Harte’s sketches — something with the ring of the 
true metal — none of the tinsel that Harte used so effec- 
tively, I’ll tell you where to get it.” 

To the files of the Pioneer Magazine Stoddard referred 
his friend, remarking that Dame Shirley’s letters sur- 
passed Harte’s stories “as champagne is ahead of soap 
suds,” and adding that “they are the wisest, wittiest, and 
at the same time the most pathetic sketches of mining 
life I have ever read. ... It is their naive honesty, their 
womanly wit, their close observation, and the dainty and 
enthusiastic way, a real woman’s enthusiasm [in which] 
she expresses herself which I remember.” Stoddard went 
on to urge his friend to examine the letters in the form in 
which they were originally written from the mountains, 
“for if she attempts to retouch them they will be ruined,” 
since any belated attempt by their author to better them 
could only succeed in “elaborating and weakening them.” 
Fortunately, no such embroidery was ever attempted, 
and the text here used is the same that captivated young 
Ewer so long ago. 

“Nothing extenuating nor setting down aught in mal- 
ice,” she had said, and the little New England lady 
painted so vivid a picture that it is small wonder her 
words have lived on. Rich Bar, whence the letters were 
written, was a short-lived mining camp on the East 
Branch of the North Fork of Feather River. Situated at 
the bottom of a deep canyon, it was one of several similar 
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communities that sprang up along that stream in the 
wake of the so-called “Gold Lake 11 excitement, which in 
the summer of 1850 first brought miners in large num- 
bers into these northern fringes of the gold region. Today 
the main line of the Western Pacific Railroad traverses 
the gorge, and Shirley’s mining camp is remembered 
only in a small siding, on a hill near which a single 
house remains to recall the habitations and the struggles 
of the thousand or more miners who lived there and 
worked up and down the canyon from that point in 1851. 
One by one, as the gold played out along the river, the 
gold-seekers departed, and today nothing save the whis- 
tles of passing locomotives disturbs the quiet that sur- 
rounds this erstwhile busy settlement. 

Shirley first saw Rich Bar before its earliest lush days 
were over. The miners were serious and industrious, and 
crime was still seemingly unknown. Later the era of law- 
lessness began to set in, as it does in all such communi- 
ties, and lynch law took over. Even then most of the 
miners were law-abiding and strove to rid the camp of 
the lawless element, but dissolution was on its way when 
Shirley mounted her mule and rode back over the moun- 
tain and down into the valley below. So far as we know, 
she never returned to Rich Bar. 

Once more in San Francisco, she turned to teaching 
and enjoyed a notable career, several of California’s most 
beloved authors having been numbered among her schol- 
ars. Some, like Charles Warren Stoddard and Mary Viola 
Tingley Lawrence, remained staunch friends over the 
years, and when, in 1878, she left for the East in failing 
health, her old pupils joined in an affectionate farewell. 
(The doctor had gone out of her life, by divorce, in 
i 8 57 -) 

For some years she lived in New York with her actress 
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niece, Genevieve .Stehbins, frequently lecturing on art 
and literature to women’s clubs and similar groups. Fi- 
nally, full fifty years after the last letter had arrived from 
Alexander Everett, she found herself in a small home for 
elderly people presided over by a niece of Bret Harte, in 
New Jersey, the state where she was born. Nine years 
later, on February n, 1906, at the venerable age of 
eighty-seven, Shirley went to join her “Father Confes- 
sor,” whose advice and suggestions had meant so much 
to her over the intervening years. Beside her lay the little 
packet of his letters. 

If in her earlier efforts Louise Amelia Smith displayed 
much of the artificiality so prevalent when she began to 
write, in the depths of the Feather River gorge most 
such literary flowers were forgotten, and she sought and 
found the fruit that renders her letters from the diggings 
so appetizing, so worth remembering, so worthy of re- 
publishing. “I take pains,” she wrote, “to describe things 
exactly as I see them, hoping that thus you will obtain 
an idea of life in the mines as it is .” 

Ride with her, then, over the mountain and discover 
the trail that leads to the busy diggings on Rich Bar. 
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Letter i [page] 3 

u Dame Shirley" starts for the diggings — 
Marysville — Bidwell's Bar — muleback 
into the hills — a night in the wilds — the 
mountain ranch — lost again — Rich Bar at 

last. 

Letter 2 23 

A glance at the Bar — the Empire Hotel — 

Mr. and Mrs. B[ancroft ] — the u Indiana 
Girl." 

Letter 3 29 

Discovery and progress of Rich Bar — the 
doctors u office " — winter hardships in the 
Feather River diggings. 

Letter 4 36 

A fearful accident — successful amputation 
under difficulties — the miner's funeral — 

Chilean celebration. 

Letter 5 43 

Death strikes again — the dead womans log 
cabin funeral — a call on u Mrs. R." — little 
orphaned Mary and the “ baby decanters." 

Letter 6 49 

Profanity in California — constant din of the 
flume — the fluming project — mining a 
gamble — the sleep-destroyers , flume , bowl- 
ing alley and dog — bizarre expressions of the 

miners. 
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Letter First 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar, 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River, 

September 13, 1851 

I can easily imagine, dear M , the look of large 

wonder, which gleams from your astonished eyes, when 
they fall upon the date of this letter. I can figure to 
myself your whole surprised attitude, as you exclaim, 
“What in the name of all that is restless, has sent "Dame 
Shirley 1 to Rich Bar? How did such a shivering, frail, 
home-loving little thistle ever float safely to that far away 
spot, and take root so kindly, as it evidently has, in that 
barbarous soil? Where, in this living, breathing world of 
ours, lieth that same Rich Bar, which, sooth to say, hath 
a most taking name? And for pity’s sake, how does the 
poor little fool expect to amuse herself there?” 

Patience, sister of mine. Your curiosity is truly laud- 
able; and I trust that before you read the postscript of 
this epistle, it will be fully and completely relieved. And 
first, I will merely observe en passant — reserving a full 
description of its discovery for a future letter — that said 
Bar forms a part of a mining settlement situated on the 
East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River, “away 
off up in the mountains,” as our “little Faresoul” would 
say, at almost the highest point where, as yet, gold has 
been discovered, and indeed, within fifty miles of the 
summit of the Sierra Nevada itself. So much at present, 
for our locale , while I proceed to tell you of the pro- 
pitious — or unpropitious as the result will prove — 
winds, which blew us hitherward. 

3 
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You already know, that F , after suffering for an 

entire year, with fever and ague, bilious, remittent, and 
intermittent fevers — this delightful list, varied by an 
occasional attack of jaundice, — was advised as a der- 
nier resort to go into the mountains. A friend, who had 
just returned from the place, suggested Rich Bar, as the 
terminus of his health-seeking journey, not only on ac- 
count of the extreme purity of the atmosphere, but be- 
cause there were more than a thousand people there 
already, and but one physician; and as his strength in- 
creased, he might find in that vicinity a favorable open- 
ing for the practice of his profession, which, as the 
health of his purse was almost as feeble as that of his 
body, was not a bad idea. 

F was just recovering from a brain fever, when 

he concluded to go to the mines; but in spite of his ex- 
cessive debility, which rendered him liable to chills at 
any hour of the day or night, he started on the seventh 
day of June — mounted on a mule, and accompanied by 
a jackass to carry his baggage, and a friend, who kindly 
volunteered to assist him in spending his money — for 
this wildly beautiful spot. F was compelled by sick- 

ness to stop several days on the road. He suffered im- 
mensely; the trail for many miles, being covered to the 
depth of twelve feet with snow, although it was almost 
midsummer when he passed over it. He arrived at Rich 
Bar the latter part of June, and found the revivifying ef- 
fect of its bracing atmosphere far surpassing his most 
sanguine hopes. He soon built himself an office, which 
was a perfect marvel to the miners, from its superior ele- 
gance. It is the only one on the Bar, and I intend to visit 
it in a day or two, when I will give you a description of 
its architectural splendors. It will perhaps enlighten you 
as to one peculiarity of a newly discovered mining dis- 
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trict, when I inform you that although there were but 
two or three physicians at Rich Bar when my husband 
arrived, in less than three weeks there were twenty-nine 
who had chosen this place for the express purpose of 
practising their profession. 

Finding his health so almost miraculously improved, 

F concluded, should I approve the plan, to spend 

the winter in the mountains. I had teased him to let me 
accompany him when he left in June; but he had at that 
time refused, not daring to subject me to inconveniences, 
of the extent of which he was himself ignorant. When 
the letter disclosing his plans for the winter reached me 
at San Francisco, I was perfectly enchanted. You know 
that I am a regular Nomad in my passion for wandering. 
Of course my numerous acquaintances in San Francisco 
raised one universal shout of disapprobation. Some said 
that I ought to be put into a strait jacket, for I was un- 
doubtedly mad to think of such a thing. Some said that I 
should never get there alive, and if I did, would not stay 
a month; and others sagely observed — with a profound 
knowledge of the habits and customs of the aborigines of 
California — that even if the Indians did not kill me, I 
should expire of ennui or the cold before spring. One lady 
declared in a burst of outraged modesty, that it was abso- 
lutely indelicate, to think of living in such a large popu- 
lation of men; where at the most there were but two or 
three women. I laughed merrily at their mournful prog- 
nostications, and started gaily for Marysville, where I ar- 
rived in a couple of days ready to commence my journey 
to Rich Bar. By the way, I may as well begin the chapter 
of accidents which distinguished it, by recounting our 
mule ride from a Ranch ten miles distant from Marys- 
ville, where, as I had spent part of the summer, the larger 
portion of my wardrobe still remained. We had stopped 
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there for one night to enable me to arrange my trunks for 
the journey. 

You have no idea of the hand to mouth sort of style in 
which most men in this country are in the habit of living. 
Of course, as usual with them, the person who had 
charge of the house, was out of provisions when we ar- 
rived. Luckily I had dined a couple of stages back, and 
as we intended to leave on the following day for Marys- 
ville, I did not mind the scanty fare. The next morning 

friend P contrived to gather together three or four 

dried biscuits, several slices of hard, salt ham and some 
poisonous green tea, upon which we breakfasted. Unfor- 
tunately, a man, whom F was expecting on impor- 

tant business, did not arrive until nearly night, so I had 
the pleasure of sitting half the day, robed, hatted and 

gauntleted for my ride. Poor P had been deep in 

the mysteries of the severest kind of an ague since ten 
o’clock, and as we had swept the house of everything in 
the form of bread early in the morning, and nothing re- 
mained but the aforesaid ham, it was impossible to pro- 
cure any refreshment. 

About half an hour before sunset, having taken an 
affecting farewell of the turkeys, the geese, my darling 
chickens, about eighty in number, to nearly every one of 
which I had given an appropriate name, the dog, a horrid 

little imp of a monkey, poor P and his pet ague, we 

started merrily for Marysville, intending to arrive there 
about supper time. But as has been said at least a thou- 
sand times before, “man proposes and God disposes,” for 
scarcely had we lost sight of the house, when all of a sud- 
den, I found myself lying about two feet deep in the dust, 
my saddle, being too large for the mule, having turned 
and deposited me on that safe but disagreeable couch. 
F of course was sadly frightened, but as soon as I 
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could clear my mouth and throat from dirt — which filled 
eyes, nose, ears and hair — not being in the least hurt, 
I began to laugh like a silly child; which had the happy 
effect of quite reassuring my good sposo. But such a look- 
ing object as I was, I am sure you never saw. It was im- 
possible to recognize the original color of habit, hat, boots 

or gloves. F wished me to go back, put on clean 

clothes and make a fresh start; but you know M , 

that when I make up my mind to it, I can be as wilful as 
the gentlest of my sex; so I decidedly refused, and, the 
road being very lonely, I pulled my veil over my face, 
and we jogged merrily onward, with but little fear of 
shocking the sensibilities of passing travellers by my 
strange appearance. 

As F feared another edition of my downfall, he 

would not allow the mules to canter or trot, so they 
walked all the way to Marysville where we arrived at 
midnight. There we came within an ace of experiencing 
number two of the 'accidents, 1 by taking our nunc dimit- 
tis in the form of a death by starvation. We had not eaten 
since breakfast, and as the fires were all extinguished, 
and the servants had retired at the hotel, we of course 
could get nothing very nourishing there. I had no idea of 
regaling my fainting stomach upon pie and cheese, even 
including those tempting and saw-dustiest of luxuries, 
crackers ! So F — * — , dear soul, went to a restaurant and 
ordered a petit souper to be sent to our room. Hot oysters, 
toast, tomatoes and coffee — the only nourishment pro- 
curable at that hour of the night — restored my strength, 
now nearly exhausted, by want of food, falling from my 
mule and sitting for so many hours in the saddle. 

The next morning, F was taken seriously ill with 

one of his bilious attacks, and did not leave his bed until 
the following Saturday, when he started for Bidwell’s 
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Bar, a rag city about thirty-nine miles from Marysville, 
taking both the mules with him, and leaving me to fol- 
low in the stage. He made this arrangement, because he 
thought it would be easier for me, than riding the entire 
way. 

On Monday the eighth of September, I seated myself 
in the most excruciatingly springless wagon that it was 
ever my lot to be victimized in, and commenced my jour- 
ney in earnest. I was the only passenger. For thirty miles 
the road passed through as beautiful a country as I had 
ever seen. Dotted here and there with the California oak, 
it reminded me of the peaceful apple orchards and smil- 
ing river meadows of dear old New England. As a frame 
to the graceful picture, on one side rose the Buttes, that 
group of hills so piquant and saucy; and on the other 
tossing to Heaven the everlasting whiteness of their 
snow wreathed foreheads, stood, sublime in their very 
monotony, the glorious Sierra Nevada. 

We passed one place where a number of Indian 
women were gathering flower-seeds, which, mixed with 
pounded acorns and grasshoppers, forms the bread of 
these miserable people. The idea, and the really ingen- 
ious mode of carrying it out, struck me as so singular, 
that I cannot forbear attempting a description. These 
poor creatures were entirely naked with the exception of 
a quantity of grass bound round the waist and covering 
the thighs midway to the knees perhaps. Each one car- 
ried two brown baskets, (which, I have since been told, 
are made of a species of osier, ) woven with a neatness 
which is absolutely marvellous, when one considers 
that they are the handiwork of such degraded wretches. 
Shaped like a cone, they are about six feet in circumfer- 
ence at the opening, and I should judge them to be nearly 
three feet in depth. It is evident by the grace and care 
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with which they handle them, that they are exceedingly 
light. It is possible that my description may be inaccu- 
rate, for I have never read any account of them, and 
merely give my own impressions as they were received, 
while the wagon rolled rapidly by the spot at which the 
women were at work. One of these queer baskets is sus- 
pended from the back and is kept in place by a thong of 
leather passing across the forehead. The other they carry 
in the right hand, and wave over the flower seeds, first to 
the right and back again to the left alternately, as they 
walk slowly along, with a motion as regular and monot- 
onous as that of a mower. When they have collected a 
handful of the seeds, they pour them into the basket be- 
hind, and continue this work until they have filled the 
latter with their strange harvest. The seeds thus gathered 
are carried to their rancherias and stowed away with 
great care for winter use. It was, to me, very interesting 
to watch their regular motion, they seemed so exactly 
to keep time with each other; and with their dark shining 
skins, beautiful limbs and lithe forms, they were by no 
means the least picturesque feature of the landscape. 

Ten miles this side of BidwelFs Bar, the road, hitherto 
so smooth and level, became stony and hilly. For more 
than a mile we drove along the edge of a precipice, and 
so near, that it seemed to me, should the horses deviate a 
hair’s breadth from their usual track, we must be dashed 
into eternity. Wonderful to relate, I did not oh! nor ah! 
nor shriek once; but remained crouched in the back of 
the wagon as silent as death. When we were again in 
safety, the driver exclaimed in the classic patois of New 
England, “Wall, I guess yer the fust woman that ever 
rode over that are hill without hollering.” He evidently 
did not know that it was the intensity of my fear that 
kept me so still. 
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Soon Table Mountain became visible, extended like 
an immense dining board for the giants, its summit, a 
perfectly straight line pencilled for more than a league 
against the glowing sky. And now we found ourselves 
among the Red Hills, which look like an ascending sea 
of crimson waves, each crest foaming higher and higher, 
as we creep among them, until we drop down suddenly, 
into the pretty little valley called Bidwell’s Bar. 

I arrived there at three o’clock in the evening where I 

found F in much better health than when he left 

Marysville. As there was nothing to sleep in but a tent, 
and nothing to sleep on but the ground, and the air was 
black with the fleas hopping about in every direction, we 
concluded to ride forward to the Berry Creek House, a 
ranch ten miles farther on our way, where we proposed 
to pass the night. 

###### 

The moon was just rising as we started. The air made 
one think of fairy festivals; of living in the woods always 
with the green-coated people for playmates, it was so 
wonderfully soft and cool, without the least particle of 
dampness. A midsummer’s night in the leafy month of 
June, amid the dreamiest haunts of “Old Cronest,” could 
not be more enchantingly lovely. 

We sped merrily onward until nine o’clock, making 
the old woods echo with song and story and laughter, for 

F was unusually gay, and I was in “tip-top” spirits; 

it seemed to me so funny, that we two people should be 
riding on mules all by ourselves in these glorious lati- 
tudes, night smiling down so kindly upon us; and funni- 
est of all that we were going to live in the Mines ! In spite 
of my gayety however, I now began to wonder why we 
did not arrive at our intended lodgings. F re-assured 
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me by saying that yvhen we had descended this hill or 
ascended that, we should certainly be there. But ten 
o’clock came; eleven, twelve, one, two/ but no Berry 
Creek House! I began to be frightened; and besides that, 
was very sick with a nervous headache. At every step we 
were getting higher and higher into the mountains, and 

even F was at last compelled to acknowledge that 

we were lost ! We were on an Indian trail, and the bushes 
grew so low, that at almost every step, I was obliged to 
bend my forehead to my mule’s neck. This increased the 
pain in my head to an almost insupportable degree. At 

last I told F that I could not remain in the saddle a 

moment longer. Of course there was nothing to do but to 
camp; — totally unprepared for such a catastrophe, we 
had nothing but the blankets of our mules, and a thin 
quilt, in which I had rolled some articles necessary for 
the journey, because it was easier to pack than a travel- 
ing bag. F told me to sit on the mule while he pre- 

pared my woodland couch; but I was too nervous for 
that, and so jumped off and dropped on to the ground 
worn out with fatigue and pain. The night was still 
dreamily beautiful, and I should have been enchanted 
with the adventure, (for I had fretted and complained a 
good deal because we had no excuse for camping out,) 
had it not been for that impertinent headache which you 
remember, always would visit me at the most inconven- 
ient seasons. 

About daylight, somewhat refreshed, we again mounted 
our mules, confidently believing that an hour’s ride would 
bring us to the Berry Creek House; as we supposed of 
course, that we had camped in its immediate vicinity. 
We tried more than a dozen paths, which, as they led 
nowhere , we would retrace to the principal trail. At last 
F— — determined to keep upon one, as it must he 
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thought in time, lead us out of the mountains, even if we 
landed on the other side of California. Well, we rode on, 
and on, and on; up hill and down hill, down hill and up; 
through fir groves, and oak clumps, and along the edge 
of dark ravines, until I thought that I should go mad, for 
all this time the sun was pouring down its hottest rays 
most pitilessly, and I had an excruciating pain in my 
head and all my limbs. 

About two o’clock we struck the main trail, and meet- 
ing a man, — the first human being that we had seen 
since we left Bidwell’s — were told that we were seven 
miles from the Berry Creek House, and that we had been 
down to the North Fork of the American River, more 
than thirty miles out of our way! This joyful news gave 
us fresh strength, and we rode on as fast as our worn out 
mules could go. 

Although we had eaten nothing since noon the day be- 
fore, I bore up bravely until we arrived within two miles 
of the Ranch, when courage and strength both gave way, 

and I implored F to let me lie down under a tree and 

rest for a few hours. He very wisely refused, knowing 
that if I dismounted, it would be impossible to get me on 
to my mule again, and we should be obliged to spend an- 
other night under the stars, which in this enchanting cli- 
mate, would have been delightful, had we possessed any 
food. But knowing that I needed refreshment, even more 
than I did rest, he was compelled to insist upon my pro- 
ceeding. 

My poor husband! He must have had a trying time 
with me, for I sobbed and cried like the veriest child, and 
repeatedly declared that I should never live to get to the 

rancho. F said afterward that he began to think I 

intended to keep my word, for I certainly looked like a 
dying person. 
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Oh Mary! it makes me shudder.- when I think of the 
mad joy with which I saw that rancho ! Remember that 
with the exception of three or four hours the night be- 
fore, we had been in the saddle for nearly twenty-four 
hours, without refreshment. When we stopped, F— — 
carried me into the house and laid me on to a bunk, 
though I have no remembrance of it, and he said, that 
when he offered me some food, I turned from it with dis- 
gust, exclaiming, u 0h take it away; give me some cold 
water and let me sleep, and be sure you don’t wake me 
for the next three weeks.’’ And I did sleep with a forty 

slumber power; and when F came to me late in the 

evening with some tea and toast, I awoke — oh! so re- 
freshed, — and perfectly well, for after all the great fuss 
which I had made, there was nothing the matter with me 
but a little fatigue. 

Every one that we met, congratulated us, upon not 
having encountered any Indians; for the paths which we 
followed were Indian trails, and it is said, they would 
have killed us for our mules and clothes. A few weeks 
ago, a Frenchman and his wife were murdered by them. 
I had thought of the circumstances when we camped, 
but was too sick to care what happened. They generally 
take women captive, however, and who knows how nar- 
rowly I escaped becoming an Indian chieftainess, and 
feeding for the rest of my life upon roasted grasshoppers, 
acorns, and flower-seeds? By the way, the last men- 
tioned article of food, strikes me as rather poetical than 
otherwise. 

After a good night’s rest, we are perfectly well, and as 
happy as the day itself — which was one of Heaven’s 
own choosing — and rode to the Wild Yankee’s, where 
we breakfasted, and had, among other dainties, fresh 
butter and cream. 
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Soon after we alighted, a herd of Indians, consisting 
of about a dozen men and squaws, with an unknown 
quantity of pappooses, the last, naked as the day they 
were born, crowded into the room to stare at us. It was 
the most amusing thing in the world, to see them finger 
my gloves, whip, and hat, in their intense curiosity. One 
of them had caught the following line of a song, u Oh! 
carry me back to old Martinez,” with which he contin- 
ued to stun our ears all the time we remained; repeating 
it over and over, with as much pride and joy, as a mock- 
ing bird will exhibit when he has learned a new sound. 

On this occasion, I was more than ever struck, with 
what I have often remarked before, the extreme beauty 
of the limbs of the Indian women of California. Though 
for haggardness of expression, and ugliness of feature, 
they might have been taken for a band of Macbethian 
witches, a bronze statue of Cleopatra herself, never 
folded more beautifully rounded arms above its dusky 
bosom, or poised upon its pedestal, a slenderer ankle, or 
a more statuesque foot, than those which gleamed from 
beneath the dirty blankets of these wretched creatures. 
There was one exception, however, to the general hide- 
ousness of their faces. A girl of sixteen perhaps; with 
those large, magnificently lustrous, yet at the same time, 
soft eyes, so common in novels, so rare in real life, had 
shyly glided, like a dark, beautiful spirit into the corner 
of the room. A fringe of silken jet swept heavily upward 
from her dusky cheek, athwart which, the richest color 
came and went like flashes of lightning. Her flexible lips 
curved slightly away from teeth like strips of cocoa-nut 
meat, with a mocking grace infinitely bewitching. She 
wore a cotton chemise, disgustingly dirty, I must con- 
fess, girt about her slender waist with a crimson hand- 
kerchief; while over her night black hair, carelessly 
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knotted beneath the rounded chin, yvas a purple scarf of 
knotted silk. Her whole appearance was picturesque in 
the extreme. She sat upon the ground, with her pretty, 
brown fingers languidly interlaced above her knee “round 
as a period,” (as a certain American poet has so funnily 
said of a similar limb in his Diana, ) and smiled up into 
my face, as if we were the dearest friends. 

I was perfectly enraptured with this wild-wood Cleo- 
patra; and bored F. almost beyond endurance with ex- 
clamations about her starry eyes, her chiselled limbs, and 
her beautiful nut-brown cheeks. 

I happened to take out of my pocket a paper of pins 
when all the women begged for some of them. This 
lovely child still remained silent in the posture of ex- 
quisite grace which she had so unconsciously assumed, 
but nevertheless, she looked as pleased as any of them, 
when I gave her also a row of the much coveted treas- 
ures. But I found I had got myself into business; for all 
the men wanted pins too; and I distributed the entire 
contents of the papers, which I happened to have in my 
pocket, before they were satisfied; much to the amuse- 
ment of F., who only laughs at what he is pleased to call 
my absurd interest in these poor creatures. But you know 

M , I always did “take” to Indians; though it must 

be said, that those who bear that name here, have little 
resemblance to the glorious forest heroes that live in the 
Leather Stocking Tales; and in spite of my desire to find 
in them something poetical and interesting, a stem re- 
gard for truth, compels me to acknowledge, that the 
dusky beauty above described, is the only even moder- 
ately pretty squaw that I have ever seen. 

At noon we stopped at the Buckeye Rancho for about 
an hour, and then pushed merrily on for the Pleasant 
Valley Rancho, which we expected to reach about sun- 
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down. Will you — can you believe that we got lost 
again? Should you travel over this road, you would not 
be at all surprised at the repetition of this misfortune. 
Two miles this side of Pleasant Valley, — which is very 
large, — there is a wide, bare plain of red stones, which 
one is compelled to cross in order to reach it, and I 
should not think that even in the day time any one but 
an Indian could keep the trail in this place. It was here, 
that just at dark, we probably missed the path, and en- 
tered about the centre of the Valley at the opposite side 
of an extensive grove from that on which the Rancho is 
situated. When I first began to suspect that we might 
possibly have to camp out another night, I Caudleized at 
a great rate, but when it became a fixed fact, that such 
was our fate, I was instantly as mute and patient as the 
widow Prettyman when she succeeded to the throne of 
the venerated woman referred to above. Indeed, feeling 
perfectly well, and not being much fatigued, I should 

rather have enjoyed it, had not F , poor fellow, been 

so grieved at the idea of my going supperless to a moss- 
stuffed couch. It was a long time before I could coax him 
to give up searching for the Rancho; and in truth, I 
should think that we rode round that part of the valley 
in which we found ourselves, for more than two hours, 
trying to find it. 

About eleven o’clock we went back into the woods 
and camped for the night. Our bed was quite comfortable, 
and my saddle made an excellent pillow. Being so much 
higher in the mountains, we were a little chilly; and I 
was disturbed two or three times by a distant noise, 
which I have since been told was the growling of grizzly 
bears, that abounded in that vicinity. On the whole, we 
passed a comfortable night, and rose at sunrise, feeling 
perfectly refreshed and well. In less than an hour, we 
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were eating breakfast at Pleasant Valley Ranch, which 
we easily discovered by daylight. 

Here they informed us that “we had escaped a great 
marcy” — as old Jim used to say in relating his success- 
ful run from a wolf — inasmuch as the “grizzlies” had 
not devoured us during the night! But seriously, dear 

M , my heart thrills with gratitude to the Father, for 

his tender care of us during that journey, which, view it 
as lightly as we may, was certainly attended with some 
danger. 

Notwithstanding we had endured so much fatigue, I 
felt as well, as ever I did, and after breakfast insisted 

upon pursuing our journey, although F anxiously 

advised me to defer it until next day. But imagine the 
horror, the creme de la creme of borosity, of remaining 
for twelve mortal hours of wakefulness, in a filthy, un- 
comfortable, flea-haunted shanty, without books or pa- 
pers, when Rich Bar, — easily attainable before night, 
through the loveliest scenery, shining in the yellow splen- 
dor of an autumnal morning — lay before us! I had no 
idea of any such absurd self-immolation. So we again 
started on our strange, eventful journey. 

I wish I could give you some faint idea of the majestic 
solitudes through which we passed; where the pine trees 
rise so grandly in their awful height, that they seem 
looking into Heaven itself. Hardly a living thing dis- 
turbed this solemnly beautiful wilderness. Now and then 
a tiny lizard glanced in and out among the mossy roots 
of the old trees, or a golden butterfly flitted languidly 
from blossom to blossom. Sometimes a saucy little squir- 
rel would gleam along the sombre trunk of some ancient 
oak, or a bevy of quails, with their pretty, tufted heads 
and short, quick tread, would trip athwart our path. Two 
or three times, in the radiant distance, we descried a 
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stately deer, which, framed in by embowering leaves, 
and motionless as a tableau, gazed at us for a moment 
with its large, limpid eyes, then bounded away with the 
speed of light into the evergreen depths of those glorious 
old woods. 

Sometimes we were compelled to cross broad plains, 
acres in extent, called chaparrals , covered with low 
shrubs which, leafless and barkless, stand like vegetable 
skeletons along the dreary waste. You cannot imagine 
what a weird effect these eldritch bushes had upon my 
mind. Of a ghastly whiteness, they at first reminded me 
of a plantation of antlers, and I amused myself by fancy- 
ing them a herd of crouching deer; but they grew so wan 
and ghastly, that I began to look forward to the creeping 
across a chaparral, — (it is no easy task for the mules to 
wind through them,) with almost a feeling of dread. 

But what a lovely sight greeted our enchanted eyes, as 
we stopped for a few moments on the summit of the hill 
leading into Rich Bar. Deep in the shadowy nooks of the 
far down valleys, like wasted jewels dropped from the 
radiant sky above, lay half a dozen blue-bosomed la- 
goons, glittering and gleaming and sparkling in the sun- 
light, as though each tiny wavelet were formed of rifted 
diamonds. It was worth the whole wearisome journey, 
danger from Indians, grizzly bears, sleeping under the 
stars, and all, to behold this beautiful vision. While I 
stood breathless with admiration, a singular sound and 

an exclamation of U A rattlesnake!” from F , startled 

me into common sense again. I gave one look at the 
reptile, horribly beautiful, like a chain of living opals, — 
as it cork-screwed itself into that peculiar spiral, which it 
is compelled to assume in order to make an attack, and 
then fear overcoming curiosity — although I had never 
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seen one of them before — I galloped out of its vicinity, 
as fast as my little mule could carry me. 

The hill leading into Rich Bar is five miles long, and 
as steep as you can imagine. Fancy yourself riding for 
this distance, along the edge of a frightful precipice, 
where should your mule make a misstep, you would be 
dashed hundreds of feet into the awful ravine below. 
Every one we met tried to discourage us, and said that it 
would be impossible for me to ride down it. They would 
take F — — aside, much to my amusement, and tell him 
that he was assuming a great responsibility in allowing 
me to undertake such a journey. I however insisted upon 
going on. About half way down, we came to a level spot 
a few feet in extent, covered with sharp slate-stones. 
Here, the girth of my saddle, — which we afterward 
found to be fastened only by four tacks , gave way, and 
I fell over the right side striking on my left elbow. 
Strange to say, I was not in the least hurt; and again my 
heart wept tearful thanks to God; for had the accident 
happened at any other part of the hill, I must have been 
dashed, a piece of shapeless nothingness, into the dim 
valleys beneath. 

F soon mended the saddle-girth, I mounted my 

darling little mule, and rode triumphantly into Rich Bar, 
at five o’clock in the evening. The Rich Bar-ians are as- 
tonished at my courage in daring to ride down the hill. 
Many of the miners have told me that they dismounted 
several times while descending it. I of course feel very 
vain of my exploit, and glorify myself accordingly; being 
particularly careful all the time not to inform my ad- 
mirers, that my courage was the result of the know noth- 
ing, fear nothing principle; for I was certainly ignorant, 
until I had passed them, of the dangers of the passage. 
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Another thing that prevented my dismounting, was the 
apparently utter impossibility, on such a steep and nar- 
row path of mounting again. Then I had much more 
confidence in my mule’s power of picking the way and 
keeping his footing than in my own. It is the prettiest 
sight in the world to see these cunning creatures, step- 
ping so daintily and cautiously among the rocks. Their 
pretty little feet, which absolutely do not look larger than 
a silver dollar, seem made on purpose for the task. They 
are often perfect little vixens with their masters, but an 
old mountaineer who has ridden them for twenty years, 
told me that he never knew one to be skittish with a 
woman. The intelligent darlings seem to know what a 
bundle of helplessness they are carrying, and scorn to 
take advantage of it. 

We are boarding at present at the “Empire,” — a huge 
shingle palace in the centre of Rich Bar, — which I will 
describe in my next letter. Pardon dear M the ex- 

cessive egotism of this letter; but you have often flat- 
tered me by saying that my epistles were only interest- 
ing, when profusely illuminated, by that manuscriptal 
decoration represented by a great I. A most intense love 
of the ornament myself, makes it easy for me to believe 
you, and doubt not that my future communications will 
be as profusely stained with it as even you could desire. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEy’s FIRST LETTER 

The “F ” of Shirley’s letters was, of course , Dr. 

Fayette Clappe, her physician husband. He had come 
down from the mountains to meet her and accompany 
her to Rich Bar. John Bidwell, master of Rancho Chico 
and a notable early Californian , found gold on the 
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Feather River as early as April 184 Bidwell’s Bar 
soon became a prominent trading post. For a time it was 
the county seat of Butte County , only to be displaced by 
Oroville in the middle fifties. All that remains today of 
the once flourishing town is the old suspension bridge of 
1854 and the parent orange tree of northern California , 
planted in 1856. From Bidwell's Bar the route taken by 
Shirley and her husband is readily traceable. A pleasant 
home now stands where once the Berry Creek House 
offered refreshment to wayfarers , and ''‘‘Wild Yankee 
Creek" recalls Shirleys breakfast stop at the Wild Yan- 
kee's. The Clappes became lost in the wilds of the North 
Fork of the Feather ( not the American) River , only a 
clearing in the trees now marking the spot where they so 
happily found the Buckeye Rancho. The Pleasant Valley 
Rancho has likewise disappeared , but old-timers still talk 
of the rough trail that led from its vicinity down into the 
depths of the Feather River gorge. Rich Bar (on the 
East Branch of the Feathers North Fork) was located 
in 1850, just a year before Shirley's arrival , by strag- 
glers from the fruitless u Gold Lake" expedition. One 
Greenwood is said to have taken out $2,900 in one day 
on the site of the camp , and soon every bar and flat along 
the East Branch had its quota of eager miners. A wing 
dam was thrown across a portion of the river at Rich Bar 
before the close of 1850, and several others were built 
during low water of the next summer. By that time Cur- 
tis A. Bancroft and his wife were running the Empire 
hotel, where Shirley and the doctor stopped briefly after 
their arrival. (Mr. Bancroft was a brother of the cele- 
brated Pacific Coast historian Hubert Howe Bancroft.) 
Oddly enough , the inscription on the stone monument 
erected at Rich Bar by the Native Sons in 1915 not only 
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is historically erroneous in several respects , hut fails even 
to mention the letters of “Shirley" to her sister , which — 
more than anything else — will keep the memory of Rich 
Bar green long after even its meager remains of today 
have vanished from the scene. 



Letter Second 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar , 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River, 

September 15, 1851 

Dear M. — I believe that I closed my last letter by in- 
forming you that I was safely ensconced — after all the 
hair-breadth escapes of my wearisome, though at the 
same time, delightful journey — under the magnificent 
roof of the “Empire, 11 which, by the way, is the hotel of 
the place; not but that nearly every other shanty on the 
Bar claims the same grandiloquent title. Indeed, for that 
matter, California herself might be called the Hotel State, 
so completely is she inundated with taverns, boarding- 
houses, &c. The Empire is the only two-story building in 
town, and absolutely has a live “up-stairs.” Here you 
will find two or three glass windows, an unknown lux- 
ury in all the other dwellings. It is built of planks of the 
roughest possible description; the roof, of course, is cov- 
ered with canvas, which also forms the entire front of 
the house, on which is painted in immense capitals, the 
following imposing letters: “the empire!” I will de- 
scribe, as exactly as possible, this grand establishment. 
You first enter a large apartment, level with the street, 
part of which is fitted up as a bar-room, with that eternal 
crimson calico, which flushes the whole social life of the 
“Golden State,” with its everlasting red — in the centre 
of a fluted mass of which, gleams a really elegant mirror, 
set off by a back-ground of decanters, cigar vases and jars 
of brandied fruit; the whole forming a tout ensemble of 
dazzling splendor. A table covered with a green cloth, — 
upon which lies a pack of monte cards, a backgammon 
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board, and a sickening pile of “yallow kivered” literature, 
— with several uncomfortable looking benches, complete 
the furniture of this most important portion of such a 
place as “The Empire . 11 The remainder of the room does 
duty as a shop; where velveteen and leather, flannel shirts 
and calico ditto — the latter starched to an appalling 
state of stiffness — lie cheek by jowl with hams, pre- 
served meats, oysters and other groceries, in hopeless 
confusion. From the bar-room you ascend by four steps 
into the parlor, the floor of which is covered by a straw 
carpet. This room contains quite a decent looking-glass, 
a sofa fourteen feet long, and a foot and a half wide, 
painfully suggestive of an aching back — of course cov- 
ered with red calico, (the sofa, not the back,) — a 
round table with a green cloth, six cane-bottom chairs, 
red calico curtains, a cooking stove, a rocking chair, and 
a woman and a baby, of whom more anon — the latter 
wearing a scarlet frock, to match the sofa and curtains. 
A flight of four steps leads from the parlor to the upper 
story; where, on each side of a narrow entry, are four 
eight feet by ten bed-rooms, the floors of which are cov- 
ered by straw matting. Here your eyes are again re- 
freshed with a glittering vision of red calico curtains, 
gracefully festooned above wooden windows, pictur- 
esquely lattice-like. These tiny chambers are furnished 
with little tables covered with oil-cloth, and bedsteads so 
heavy that nothing short of a giant’s strength could move 
them. Indeed, I am convinced that they were built, piece 
by piece, on the spot where they now stand. The entire 
building is lined with purple calico, alternating with a 
delicate blue, and the effect is really quite pretty. The 
floors are so very uneven, that you are always ascending 
a hill or descending into a valley. The doors consist of a 
slight frame, covered with dark blue drilling, and are 
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hung on hinges of leather. As to tbe.Jtitchen and dining- 
room, I leave to your vivid imagination to picture their 
primitiveness, merely observing, that nothing was ever 
more awkward and unworkmanlike than the whole tene- 
ment. It is just such a piece of carpentering as a child 
two years old, gifted with the strength of a man, would 
produce, if it wanted to play at making grown-up houses. 
And yet this impertinent apology for a house, cost its 
original owners more than eight thousand dollars. This 
will not be quite so surprising, when I inform you that 
at the time it was built, every thing had to be packed 
from Marysville, at a cost of forty cents a pound. Com- 
pare this with the price of freight on the railroads at 
home, and you will easily make an estimate of the im- 
mense outlay of money necessary to collect the materials 
for such an undertaking at Rich Bar. It was built by a 
company of gamblers, as a residence for two of those un- 
fortunates, who make a trade — a thing of barter — of 
the holiest passion, when sanctified by love, that ever 
thrills the wayward heart of poor humanity. To the last- 
ing honor of miners be it written, the speculation proved 
a decided failure. Yes! these thousand men — many of 
whom had been for years absent from the softening 
amenities of female society, and the sweet restraining in- 
fluences of pure womanhood — these husbands of fair 
young wives, kneeling daily at the altars of their holy 
homes, to pray for their far-off ones — these sons of 
gray-haired mothers, majestic in their sanctified old age 
— these brothers of virginal sisters, white and saint-like 
as the lilies of their own gardens — looked only with 
contempt or pity upon these, oh, so earnestly to be com- 
passionated creatures! These unhappy members of a 
class, to one of which, the tenderest words that Jesus 
ever spake, were uttered — left in a few weeks, abso- 
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lutely driven away by public opinion. The disappointed 
gamblers sold the house to its present proprietor for a 
few hundred dollars. 

Mr. B , the landlord of the Empire, was a west- 

ern farmer, who with his wife crossed the plains about 
two years ago. Immediately on his arrival, he settled at 
a mining station, where he remained until last spring, 

when he removed to Rich Bar. Mrs. B is a gentle 

and amiable looking woman, about twenty-five years of 
age. She is an example of the terrible wear and tear to 
the complexion in crossing the plains, hers having be- 
come, through exposure at that time, of a dark and per- 
manent yellow, anything but becoming. I will give you 
a key to her character which will exhibit it better than 
weeks of description. She took a nursing babe of eight 
months old, from her bosom, and left it with two other 
children — almost infants — to cross the plains in search 
of gold! When I arrived, she was cooking supper for 
some half-a-dozen people, while her really pretty boy, 
who lay kicking furiously in his champagne basket cra- 
dle, and screaming with a six months’ old baby power, 
had that day completed just two weeks of his earthly 
pilgrimage. The inconvenience which she suffered dur- 
ing what George Sand calls “the sublime martyrdom of 
maternity,” would appal the wife of the humblest pauper 
of a New England village. Another woman, also from 
the west, was with her at the time of her infant’s birth, 
but scarcely had the “latest found,” gave the first char- 
acteristic shriek of its debut upon the stage of life, when 
this person was herself taken seriously ill, and was 
obliged to return to her own cabin, leaving the poor ex- 
hausted mother entirely alone! Her husband lay danger- 
ously sick himself at the time and of course could offer 
her no assistance. A miner, who lived in the house, and 
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boarded himself, carried her some bread and tea in the 
morning and evening, and that was all the care she had. 
Two days after its birth she made a desperate effort, and 
by easy stages of ten minutes at a time, contrived to get 
poor baby washed and dressed after a fashion. He is an 
astonishingly large and strong child, holds his head up 
like a six monther, and has but one failing, a too evident 
and officious desire to inform everybody, far and near, at 
all hours of the night and day, that his lungs are in a per- 
fectly sound and healthy condition; — a piece of intelli- 
gence, which though very gratifying, is rather inconven- 
ient if one happens to be particularly sleepy. 

Beside Mrs. B , there are three other women on 

the Bar. One is called ''''The Indiana Girl , 11 from the 
name of her Pa’s hotel; though it must be confessed that 
the sweet name of girl seems sadly incongruous, when 
applied to such a gigantic piece of humanity. I have a 
great desire to see her, which will probably not be grati- 
fied, as she leaves in a few days for the valley. But at any 
rate I can say that I have heard her. The far-off roll of 
her mighty voice, booming through two closed doors and 
a long entry, added greatly to the severe attack of nerv- 
ous headache, under which I was suffering when she 
called. This gentle creature — wears the thickest kind of 
miners’ boots, and has the dainty habit of wiping her 
dishes on her apron ! Last spring she walked to this place, 
and packed fifty pounds of flour on her back down that 
awful hill — the snow being five feet deep at the time. 

Mr. and Mrs. B , who have three pretty children 

reside in a log cabin at the entrance of the village. One 
of the little girls was in the bar-room to-day, and her 
sweet and bird-like voice, brought tearfully and yet joy- 
fully to my memory, “Tearsoul,” “Leilie,” and u Lile 
Katie.” 
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Mrs. B. , who is as small as the “Indiana Girl” is 

large, (indeed, I have been confidently informed that she 
weighs but sixty-eight pounds, ) keeps, with her husband, 
the “Miners’ Home;” — Mem — the lady tends bar. 
“Voila,” my dear, the female population of my new 
home — splendid materials for social parties this winter, 
are they not? 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S SECOND LETTER 

Probably the most difficult problem in the more re- 
mote diggings was that of securing supplies — the bare 
necessities of life — and the cost per pound to get them 
there often far exceeded present-day costs of transporting 
a ton much greater distances. But the appearance of a 
woman in such camps created an even greater sensation 
than the arrival of the infrequent train of pack mules. 
When Mrs. Bancroft ( who with her husband presided 
over the Empire ) descended the mountain to Rich Bar , 
“ down dropped pick and shovel from the hands of the 
miners , who had not seen the face nor heard the soft 
voice of a lady for many weary months , and her progress 
along the trail was watched with eager eyes for several 
miles ” ( Fariss and Smith: History of Plumas County, 
1882). The Bancroft baby , Charles , still lived in Berke- 
ley in the 1930’s and generously offered to this editor 
his recollections of those earliest days. “ The Indiana 
Girl ,” one Mary Stanfield , was the first white woman to 
reach the site of Rich Bar. Under the board floor of the 
kitchen of the Indiana House she hid much gold dust en- 
trusted to her by the miners for safekeeping. The tiny 
“Mrs. B.” who “ tended bar' was not Mrs. Bancroft , but 
Nancy Ann Bailey , whose tragic death Shirley recounts 
in her fifth letter. 



Letter Third 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar, 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River , 

September 20, 1851 

I intend to-day, dear M., to be as disagreeably statisti- 
cal and as praiseworthily matter-of-factish as the most 
dogged utilitarian could desire. I shall give you a full, 
true and particular account of the discovery, rise and 
progress of this place, with a religious adherence to dates , 
which will rather astonish your unmathematical mind. 
But let me first describe the spot, as it looked to my won- 
dering and unaccustomed eyes. Remember, I had never 
seen a mining district before; and had just left San 
Francisco, amid whose flashy-looking shops and showy 
houses the most of my time had been spent, since my ar- 
rival into the Golden State. Of course, to me, the coup 
d'oeuil of Rich Bar was charmingly fresh and original. 
Imagine a tiny valley, about eight hundred yards in 
length and, perhaps, thirty in width, [it was measured 
for my especial information,] apparently hemmed in by 
lofty hills, almost perpendicular, draperied to their very 
summits with beautiful fir trees; the blue-bosomed “Plu- 
mas,” or Feather River I suppose I must call it, undulat- 
ing along their base, and you have as good an idea as I 
can give you of the locale of “Barra Rica,” as the Span- 
iards so prettily term it. 

In almost any of the numerous books written upon 
California, no doubt you will be able to find a most sci- 
entific description of the origin of these “Bars.” I must 
acknowledge, with shame, that my ideas on the subject 
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are distressingly vague. I could never appreciate the po- 
etry or the humor, of making one’s wrists ache by knock- 
ing to pieces gloomy looking stones, or in dirtying one’s 
fingers by analysing soils, in a vain attempt to fathom 
the osteology, or anatomy of our beloved earth; though 
my heart is thrillingly alive to the faintest shade of color, 
and the infinite variety of styles in which she delights to 
robe her ever-changeful and ever-beautiful surface. In my 
unscientific mind the formations are without form and 
void; and you might as well talk Chinese to me, as to em- 
broider your conversation with the terms “horn-blende,” 
“mica,” “lime-stone,” “slate,” “granite” and “quartz,” in 
a hopeless attempt to enlighten me as to their merits. The 
dutiful diligence with which I attended course after 
course of lectures on Geology by America’s greatest illus- 
trator of that subject, arose rather from my affectionate 
reverence for our beloved Dr. H., and the fascinating 
charm which his glorious mind throws round every sub- 
ject which it condescends to illuminate, than to any in- 
terest in the dry science itself. It is, therefore, with a 
most humiliating consciousness of my geological defi- 
ciencies, that I offer you the only explanation which I 
have been able to obtain from those most learned in such 
matters here. I gather from their remarks, that these bars 
are formed by deposits of earth, rolling down from the 
mountains, crowding the river aside and occupying a por- 
tion of its deserted bed. If my definition is unsatisfactory, 
I can but refer you to some of the aforesaid works upon 
California. 

Through the middle of Rich Bar runs the street, 
thickly planted with about forty tenements; among which 
figure round tents, square tents, plank hovels, log cabins, 
&c., — the residences, varying in elegance and conven- 
ience from the palatial splendor of “The Empire,” down 
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to a “local habitation / 1 formed of .pine boughs, and cov- 
ered with old calico shirts. 

To-day I visited the “Office ; 11 the only one on the 
river. I had heard so much about it from others, as well 
as from F., that I really did expect something extra. 
When I entered this imposing place, the shock to my 
optic nerves was so great that I sank, helplessly, upon 
one of the benches which ran, divan-like, the whole 
length (ten feet!) of the building, and laughed till I cried. 
There was, of course, no floor; a rude nondescript in one 
corner, on which was ranged the medical library, consist- 
ing of half a dozen volumes, did duty as a table. The 
shelves, which looked like sticks snatched hastily from 
the wood-pile and nailed up without the least alteration, 
contained quite a respectable array of medicines. The 
white canvas window stared everybody in the face, with 
the interesting information painted on it, in perfect gren- 
adiers of capitals, that this was Dr. ’s office. 

At my loud laugh, (which, it must be confessed, was 
noisy enough to give the whole street assurance of the 
presence of a woman, ) F. looked shocked, and his part- 
ner looked prussic acid. To him, (the partner, I mean, 
he hadn’t been out of the mines for years) — the “Office 11 
was a thing sacred and set apart for an almost admiring 
worship. It was a beautiful, architectural ideal, embodied 
in pine shingles and cotton cloth. Here, he literally 
“lived, and moved, and had his being , 11 his bed and his 
board. With an admiration of the fine arts, truly praise- 
worthy, he had fondly decorated the walls thereof with 
sundry pictures from Godey, Graham and Sartain’s Mag- 
azines, among which, fashion plates with imaginary 
monsters, sporting miraculous waists, impossible wrists 
and fabulous feet, largely predominated. 

During my call at the office, I was introduced to one 
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of the finders of Rich Bar — a young Georgian, who aft- 
erwards gave me a full description of all the facts con- 
nected with its discovery. This unfortunate had not 
spoken to a woman for two years; and in the elation of 
his heart at the joyful event, he rushed out and invested 
capital in some excellent champagne, which I, on Willie’s 
principle of “doing in Turkey as the Turkies do,” assisted 
the company in drinking to the honor of my own arrival. 
I mention this, as an instance, that nothing can be done 
in California without the sanctifying influence of the 
spirit; and it generally appears in a much more “ques- 
tionable shape” than that of sparkling wine. Mr. H. in- 
formed me, that on the twentieth of July, 1850, it was 
rumored at Nelson’s Creek — a mining station situated 
at the Middle Fork of the Feather River, about eighty 
miles from Marysville — that one of those vague “Some- 
bodies” — a near relation of the “They Says” — had dis- 
covered mines of a remarkable richness in a north-easterly 
direction, and about forty miles from the first-mentioned 
place. Anxious and immediate search was made for 
“Somebody,” but, as our western brethren say, he 
“wasn’t thar!” But his absence could not deter the miners 
when once the golden rumor had been set afloat. A large 
company packed up their goods and chattels, generally 
consisting of a pair of blankets, a frying-pan, some flour, 
salt pork, brandy, pick-axe and shovel, and started for 
the new Dorado. They “traveled, and traveled, and trav- 
eled,” as we used to say in the fairy stories, for nearly a 
week in every possible direction, when one evening, 
weary and discouraged, about one hundred of the party 
found themselves at the top of that famous hill, which 
figures so largely in my letters, whence the river can be 
distinctly seen. Half of the number concluded to descend 
the mountain that night, the remainder stopping on the 
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summit until the next morning. 0 n arriving at Rich Bar, 
part of the adventurers camped there, but many went a 
few miles further down the river. The next morning two 
men turned over a large stone, beneath which they found 
quite a sizable piece of gold. They washed a small panful 
of the dirt, and obtained from it two hundred and fifty- 
six dollars. Encouraged by this success, they commenced 
staking off the legal amount of ground allowed to each 
person for mining purposes; and, the remainder of the 
party having descended the hill, before night the entire 
bar was “claimed.” In a fortnight from that time, the 
two men who found the first bit of gold had each taken 
out six thousand dollars. Two others took out thirty-three 
pounds of gold in eight hours; which is the best day’s 
work that has been done on this branch of the river; the 
largest amount ever taken from one panful of dirt was 
fifteen hundred dollars. In little more than a week after 
its discovery, five hundred men had settled upon the bar 
for the summer. — Such is the wonderful alacrity with 
which a mining town is built. Soon after was discovered 
on the same side of the river — about half a mile apart, 
and at nearly the same distance from this place — the two 
bars, “Smith” and “Indian,” both very rich; also an- 
other, lying across the river, just opposite Indian, called 
“Missouri Bar.” There are several more, all within a 
few miles of here, called “Frenchman’s,” “Taylor’s,” 
“Brown’s,” “The Junction,” “Wyandott” and “Mug- 
gin’s.” But they are at present of little importance as 
mining stations. 

Those who worked in these mines during the fall of 
1850 were extremely fortunate; but, alas! the Monte 
fiend ruined hundreds ! Shall I tell you the fate of two of 
the most successful of these gold hunters? From poor 
men, they found themselves at the end of a few weeks, 



34 


THE SHIRLEY LETTERS 


absolutely rich. Elated with their good fortune, seized 
with a mania for Monte, in less than a year, these un- 
fortunates, — so lately respectable and intelligent, — be- 
came a pair of drunken gamblers. One of them at this 
present writing, works for five dollars a day and boards 
himself out of that; the other actually suffers for the 
necessaries of life, — a too common result of scenes in 
the mines. 

There were but few that dared to remain in the moun- 
tains during the winter for fear of being buried in the 
snow; of which at that time they had a most vague idea. 
I have been told that in these sheltered valleys it seldom 
falls to the depth of more than a foot, and disappears al- 
most invariably within a day or two. Perhaps there were 
three hundred that concluded to stay; of which number, 
two-thirds stopped on Smith’s Bar, as the labor of min- 
ing there is much easier than it is here. Contrary to the 
general expectation, the weather was delightful until 
about the middle of March; it then commenced storming, 
and continued to snow and rain incessantly for nearly 
three weeks. Supposing that the rainy season had passed, 
hundreds had arrived on the river during the previous 
month. The snow, which fell several feet in depth on the 
mountains, rendered the trail impassable and entirely 
stopped the pack trains; provisions soon became scarce, 
and the sufferings of these unhappy men were, indeed, 
extreme. Some adventurous spirits, with true Yankee 
hardihood, forced their way through the snow to the 
Frenchman’s ranch, and packed flour on their backs , for 
more than forty miles! The first meal that arrived sold 
for three dollars a pound. Many subsisted for days on 
nothing but barley, which is kept here to feed the pack- 
mules on. One unhappy individual who could not obtain 
even a little barley, for love or money, and had eaten 
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nothing for three days, forced his way out to the Spanish 
rancho fourteen miles distant, and in less than an hour 
after his arrival, had devoured twenty-seven biscuit 
and a corresponding quantity of other eatables, and, of 
course, drinkables to match. Don’t let this account alarm 
you. There is no danger of another famine here. They 
tell me that there is hardly a building in the place that 
has not food enough in it to last its occupants for the 
next two years; besides, there are two or three well-filled 
groceries in town. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S THIRD LETTER 

Shirley's beloved “Dr. H.” was the noted geologist 
and scholar Dr. Edward Hitchcock , who for many years 
taught chemistry and geology at Amherst College , and 
was its president from 1 845 to 1 855. Rich Bar was the 
first of the many diggings of the East Fork to be settled , 
but up and down the river went the miners. Wyandott 
and Muggins' Bars were below its junction with the main 
North Fork. Across from Rich Bar was Poverty Bar and 
below , opposite Indian Bar , was Peasoup Bar. Needless 
to say, these “bars" were not formed by landslides from 
above, as Shirley suggests, but were portions of former 
courses of the river along the edges of the canyon, mostly 
overlain with soil, and usually at the mouths of small side 
streams, whose detritus helped to build the “bars" and 
“benches." The gold was found along the bedrock below 
the soil, gravel and water-worn boulders that made up 
the bars themselves. To dam the river at low water and 
carry it along the canyonside in rough “ flumes " was of 
first importance, since thus the miners were able to get 
at the bed of the stream where the gold it had carried 
down its course lay in cracks and crevices of the bedrock. 



Letter Fourth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar , 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River , 

September 22, 1851 

There has been quite an excitement here for the last 
week, on account of a successful amputation having 
been performed upon the person of a young man by the 
name of W. As I happen to know all the circumstances 
of the case, I will relate them to you, as illustrative of the 
frightful accidents to which the gold-seekers are con- 
stantly liable; and I can assure you that similar ones hap- 
pen very often. W. was one of the first who settled on 
this river, and suffered extremely from the scarcity of 
provisions during the last winter. By steady industry in 
his laborious vocation, he had accumulated about four 
thousand dollars. He was thinking seriously of returning 
to Massachusetts with what he had already gained, when 
in the early part of last May, a stone unexpectedly roll- 
ing from the top of Smith’s Hill, on the side of which he 
was mining — crushed his leg in the most shocking 
manner. Naturally enough, the poor fellow shrank with 
horror, from the idea of an amputation here in the moun- 
tains; it seemed absolutely worse than death. His physi- 
cian, appreciating his feelings on the subject, made every 
effort to save his shattered limb; but, truly, the fates 
seemed against him. An attack of typhoid fever reduced 
him to a state of great weakness, which was still further 
increased by erysipelas — a common complaint in the 
mountains — in its most virulent form; the latter disease 
settling in the fractured leg, rendered a cure utterly hope- 
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less. His sufferings have been of -the most intense de- 
scription. Through all the blossoming spring, and a sum- 
mer as golden as its own golden self, of our beautiful 
California, he has languished away existence in a miser- 
able cabin, his only nurses men — some of them, it is 
true, kind and good — others neglectful and careless. A 
few weeks since, F. was called in to see him. He de- 
cided immediately that nothing but an amputation would 
save him. A universal outcry against it, was raised by 
nearly all the other physicians on the Bar. They agreed 
en masse , that he could live but a few weeks, unless the 
leg — now a mere lump of disease — was taken off; at 
the same time, they declared that he would certainly ex- 
pire under the knife, and that it was cruel to subject him 
to any further suffering. You can, perhaps, imagine F.’s 
anxiety. It was a great responsibility for a young physi- 
cian to take. Should the patient die during the operation, 
F.’s professional reputation would, of course, die with 
him. But he felt it his duty to waive all selfish considera- 
tions, and give W. that one chance — feeble as it seemed 
— for his life. Thank God, the result was most trium- 
phant! For several days, existence hung upon a mere 
thread. He was not allowed to speak or move, and was 
fed from a teaspoon — his only diet being milk, which 
we obtained from the Spanish Rancho, sending twice a 
week for it. I should have mentioned that F. decidedly 
refused to risk an operation in the small and miserable 
tent in which W. had languished away nearly half a 
year, and he was removed to the “Empire , 11 the day pre- 
vious to the amputation. It is almost needless to tell you 
that the little fortune, to accumulate which he suffered 
so much — is now nearly exhausted. Poor fellow! the 
philosophy and cheerful resignation, with which he has 
endured his terrible martyrdom, is beautiful to behold. 
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My heart aches as I look upon his young face, and think 
of “his gentle, dark-eyed mother, weeping lonely at the 
North,” for her far away and suffering son. 

As I sat by the bedside of our poor invalid, yielding 
myself up to a world of dreamy visionings, suggested by 
the musical sweep of the pine branch which I waved 
above his head, and the rosy sunset flushing the western 
casement with its soft glory, he suddenly opened his 
languid eyes and’ whispered, “the Chileno procession is 
returning; do you not hear it?” I did not tell him 

“That the weary sound, and the heavy breath, 

And the silent motions of passing death, 

And the smell, cold, oppressive and dank, 

Sent through the pores of the coffin plank,” 

had already informed me that a far other band than that 
of the noisy South Americans, was solemnly marching 
by. It was the funeral train of a young man who was in- 
stantly killed, the evening before, by falling into one of 
those deep pits, sunk for mining purposes, which are 
scattered over the bar in almost every direction. I rose 
quietly and looked from the window. About a dozen per- 
sons were carrying an unpainted coffin, without pall or 
bier (the place of the latter being supplied by ropes) up 
the steep hill which rises behind the Empire — on the 
top of which, is situated the burial ground of Rich Bar. 
The bearers were all neatly and cleanly dressed in their 
miner’s costume; which, consisting of a flannel shirt, — 
almost always of a dark blue color — pantaloons with 
the boots drawn up over them, and a low-crowned, 
broad-brimmed, black felt hat — though the fashion of 
the latter is not invariable — is not, simple as it seems, 
so unpicturesque as you might, perhaps, imagine. A 
strange horror of that lonely mountain grave-yard came 
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over me, as I watched the little company wending wea- 
rily up to the solitary spot. The “sweet habitude of be- 
ing,” — not that I fear death, but that I love life, as, for 
instance, Charles Lamb loved it, — makes me particu- 
larly affect a cheerful burial-place. I know that it is dread- 
fully unsentimental, but I should like to make my last 
home in the heart of a crowded city; or better still, in 
one of those social homes of the dead, which the Turks, 
with a philosophy so beautiful and so poetical, make 
their most cheerful resort. Singularly enough, Christians 
seem to delight in rendering death particularly hideous, 
and grave-yards decidedly disagreeable. I, on the con- 
trary, would “plant the latter with laurels, and sprinkle 
it with lilies.” I would wreath “Sleep’s pale brother” so 
thickly with roses, that even those rabid moralists, who 
think that it makes us better, to paint him as a dreadful 
fiend, instead of a loving friend — could see nothing but 
their blushing radiance. I would alter the whole para- 
phernalia of the coffin, the shroud and the bier; particu- 
larly the first, which, as Dickens says, “looks like a high- 
shouldered ghost, with its hands in its breeches pockets.” 
Why should we endeavor to make our entrance into a 
glorious immortality, so unutterably ghastly? Let us glide 
into the “fair shadow land” through a “gate of flowers,” 
if we may no longer, as in the majestic olden time, aspire 
heavenward on the wings of perfumed flame. 

How oddly do life and death jostle each other in this 
strange world of ours ! How nearly allied are smiles and 
tears ! My eyes were yet moist from the egotistical pitie 
de moimeme in which I had been indulging, at the 
thought of sleeping forever amid these lonely hills, which 
in a few years must return to their primeval solitude, per- 
chance never again to be awakened by the voice of hu- 
manity — when the Chileno procession, every member 



40 


THE SHIRLEY LETTERS 


of it most intensely drunk, really did appear. I never saw 
anything more diverting than the whole affair. Of course, 
selon regie , I ought to have been shocked and horrified 
— to have shed salt tears, and have uttered melancholy 
Jeremiads over their miserable degradation. But the world 
is so full of platitudes, my dear, that I think you will 
easily forgive me for not boring you with a temperance 
lecture, and will good-naturedly let me have my laugh, 
and not think me very wicked after all. 

You must know that to-day is the anniversary of the 
Independence of Chile. The procession got up in honor 
of it, consisted, perhaps, of twenty men, nearly a third 
of whom, were of that class of Yankees, who are par- 
ticularly noisy and particularly conspicuous in all cele- 
brations, where it is each man’s most onerous duty, to 
get, what is technically called “tight.” The man who 
headed the procession was a complete comic poem in his 
own individual self. He was a person of Falstaffean pro- 
portions and coloring; and if a brandy barrel ever does 
“come alive,” and, donning a red shirt and buck-skin 
trowsers, betake itself to pedestrianism, it will look more 
like my hero than anything else that I can at present 
think of. With that affectionateness so peculiar to peo- 
ple when they arrive at the sentimental stage of intoxica- 
tion — although it was with the greatest difficulty that 
he could sustain his own corporocity — he was tenderly 
trying to direct the zigzag footsteps of his companion, 
a little withered-up, weird-looking Chileno. Alas, for the 
wickedness of human nature! The latter, whose drunk- 
enness had taken a Byronic and misanthropical turn, re- 
jected with the basest ingratitude, these delicate atten- 
tions. Do not think that my incarnated brandy cask was 
the only one of the party “who did unto others as he 
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would they should ;do unto him;’’ for the entire band 
were officiously tendering to each other the same good 
Samaritan-like assistance. I was not astonished at the 
Virginia fence-like style of their marching, when I heard 
a description of the feast of which they had partaken 
a few hours before. A friend of mine who stopped into 
the tent where they were dining, said that the board — 
really board — was arranged with a bottle of claret at 
each plate; and after the cloth — metaphorically speak- 
ing, I mean, for table-linen is a mere myth in the mines 
— was removed, a twenty-gallon keg of brandy was 
placed in the centre, with quart-dippers gracefully encir- 
cling it, that each one might help himself as he pleased. 
Can you wonder, after that, that every man vied with 
his neighbor in illustrating Hogarth’s line of beauty? It 
was impossible to tell which nation was the most glori- 
ously drunk; but this I will say, even at the risk of being 
thought partial to my own beloved countrymen; “that 
though the Chilenos reeled with a better grace, the Amer- 
icans did it more naturally /” 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S FOURTH LETTER 

Dr. George D. Lyman , of San Francisco , has writ- 
ten the story of the early physicians in the diggings 
(“The Scalpel under Three Flags in California ,” Cali- 
fornia Historical Society Quarterly, Volume IV, No. 2, 
1925); and Dr. Henry Harris has also told of their im- 
portant work (California’s Medical History, San Fran- 
cisco, 1932). The Spanish Ranch was on the old trail 
from Oroville to Quincy , where in 1850 two Mexicans 
had built their corral They packed meat muleback to the 
surrounding diggings, where it brought fabulous prices. 
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Today little remains of the lonely little Rich Bar ceme- 
tery. Hidden in a thicket of oaks and second-growth 
pines on the hill east of the towns site , a few headstones 
form the last tangible mementoes of those who lived — 
and died — in this remote settlement. 



Letter Fifth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar, 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River , 

September a a , 1851 

It seems indeed awful, dear M., to be compelled to an- 
nounce to you the death of one of the four women form- 
ing the female population of this Bar. I have just re- 
turned from the funeral of poor Mrs. B., who died of 
peritonitis, (a common disease in this place) after an ill- 
ness of four days only. Our hostess herself heard of her 
sickness but two days since. On her return from a visit 
which she had paid to the invalid, she told me that al- 
though Mrs. B.’s family did not seem alarmed about her, 
in her opinion she would survive but a few hours. Last 
night we were startled by the frightful news of her de- 
cease. Confess, that without being very egotistical, the 
death of one out of a community of four women, might 
well alarm the remainder. 

Her funeral took place at ten this morning. The fam- 
ily reside in a log-cabin at the head of the Bar; and, al- 
though it had no window — all the light admitted, en- 
tering through an aperture where there will be a door 
when it becomes cold enough for such a luxury — yet I 
am told, and can easily believe that it is one of the most 
comfortable residences in the place. I observed it particu- 
larly, for it was the first log-cabin that I had ever seen. 
Everything in the room, though of the humblest descrip- 
tion, was exceedingly clean and neat. 

On a board, supported by two butter-tubs, was ex- 
tended the body of the dead woman, covered with a 
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sheet; by its side stood the coffin of unstained pine, lined 
with white cambric. You, who have alternately laughed 
and scolded at my provoking and inconvenient defi- 
ciency in the power of observing, will, perhaps, wonder 
at the minuteness of my descriptions; but I know how 
deeply you are interested in everything relating to Cali- 
fornia, and therefore I take pains to describe things ex- 
actly as I see them, hoping that thus you will obtain an 
idea of life in the mines, as it is. 

The bereaved husband held in his arms a sickly babe 
ten months old, which was moaning piteously for its 
mother. The other child, a handsome, bold-looking little 
girl six years of age, was running gaily around the room, 
perfectly unconscious of her great bereavement. A sick- 
ening horror came over me, to see her every few mo- 
ments, run up to her dead mother, and peep laughingly 
under the handkerchief, that covered her moveless face. 
Poor little thing! It was evident that her baby-toilet had 
been made by men; she had on a new calico dress, which, 
having no tucks in it, trailed to the floor, and gave her 
a most singular and dwarf-womanly appearance. 

About twenty men, with the three women of the 
place, had assembled at the funeral. An extempore prayer 
was made, filled with all the peculiarities usual to that 
style of petition. Ah! how different from the soothing 
verses of the glorious burial service of the church. 

As the procession started for the hill-side grave-yard 
— a dark cloth cover, borrowed from a neighboring 
monte-table, was flung over the coffin. Do not think that 
I mention any of these circumstances in a spirit of mock- 
ery; far from it. Every observance, usual on such occa- 
sions, that was procurable , surrounded this funeral. All 
the gold on Rich Bar could do no more; and should I die 
to-morrow, I should be marshaled to my mountain grave 
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beneath the same monte-table coyer pall, which shrouded 
the coffin of poor Mrs. B. 

I almost forgot to tell you, how painfully the feelings 
of the assembly were shocked by the sound of the nails 
— there being no screws at any of the shops — driven 
with a hammer into the coffin, while closing it. It seemed 
as if it must disturb the pale sleeper within. 

To-day I called at the residence of Mrs. R. It is a can- 
vas house, containing a suite of three “apartments, 11 — 
as Dick Swiveller would say — which, considering that 
they were all on the ground-floor, are kept surprisingly 
neat. There is a bar-room, blushing all over with red 
calico, a dining-room, kitchen and a small bed-closet. The 
little sixty-eight-pounder woman is queen of the estab- 
lishment. By the way, a man who walked home with us, 
was enthusiastic in her praise. “Magnificent woman that, 
sir, 11 he said, addressing my husband; “a wife of the right 
sort, she is. Why, 11 he added, absolutely rising into elo- 
quence as he spoke, “she earnt her old man" (said indi- 
vidual twenty-one years of age, perhaps,) “nine hundred 
dollars in nine weeks, clear of all expenses, by washing! 
Such women ain’t common, I tell you ; if they were, a 
man might marry, and make money by the operation. 11 1 
looked at this person with somewhat the same kind of 
inverted admiration, wherewith Leigh Hunt was wont 
to gaze upon that friend of his, “who used to elevate the 
common-place to a pitch of the sublime; 11 and he looked 
at me as if to say, that, though by no means gloriously 
arrayed, I was a mere cumberer of the ground; inasmuch 
as I toiled not, neither did I wash. Alas! I hung my di- 
minished head; particularly when I remembered die eight 
dollars a dozen, which I had been in the habit of paying 
for the washing of linen-cambric pocket-handkerchiefs 
while in San Francisco. But a lucky thought came into 
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my mind. As all men cannot be Napoleon Bonapartes, so 
all women cannot be manglers; the majority of the sex 
must be satisfied with simply being mangled. Re-assured 
by this idea, I determined to meekly and humbly pay the 
amount per dozen required to enable this really worthy 
and agreeable little woman u to lay up her hundred dollars 
a week, clear of expenses . 11 But is it not wonderful, what 
feminity is capable of? To look at the tiny hands of 
Mrs. R., you would not think it possible, that they could 
wring out anything larger than a doll’s night-cap. But, as 
is often said, nothing is strange in California. I have 
known of sacrifices, requiring, it would seem, super- 
human efforts, made by women in this country, who 
at home were nurtured in the extreme of elegance and 
delicacy. 

Mr. B. called on us to-day with little Mary. I tried 
to make her, at least, look sad, as I talked about her 
mother; but although she had seen the grave closed over 
her coffin — for a friend of her father’s had carried her 
in his arms to the burial — she seemed laughingly indif- 
ferent to her loss. Being myself an orphan, my heart con- 
tracted painfully at her careless gaiety, when speaking of 
her dead parent, and I said to our hostess, “what a cold- 
blooded little wretch it is!” But immediately my con- 
science struck me with remorse. Poor orphaned one! 
Poor bereaved darling! Why should I so cruelly wish to 
darken her young life with that knowledge, which a few 
years experience will so painfully teach her? “All my 
mother came into my eyes,” as I bent down and kissed 
the white lids, which shrouded her beautiful dark orbs; 
and, taking her fat little hand in mine, I led her to my 
room, where, in the penitence of my heart, I gave her 
everything that she desired. The little chatterer was en- 
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chanted, not having had any new playthings for a long 
while. It was beautiful to hear her pretty exclamations of 
ecstasy, at the sight of some tiny scent bottles, about an 
inch in length, which she called baby decanters. 

Mr. B. intends, in a day or two, to take his children 
to their grandmother, who resides somewhere near 
Marysville, I believe. This is an awful place for chil- 
dren; and nervous mothers would “die daily,” if they 
could see little Mary running fearlessly to the very edge 
of, and looking down into these holes — many of them 
sixty feet in depth — which have been excavated in the 
hope of finding gold, and of course left open. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ FIFTH LETTER 

Nancy Ann Baileys tiny headstone is one of the 
few that have survived the ravages of time in the little 
cemetery on the hill above Rich Bar. It states that she 
died September 30, 1851, aged 26 years. ( Shirley seems 
to have been mistaken in giving the date as September 
22.) The Native Sons monument at Rich Bar errs by 
more than a year ( giving the date as June 1, 1850), and 
seems to suggest death in childbirth , though Shirley , who 
was there , specifically gives peritonitis (a common afflic- 
tion in the diggings ) as the cause. It is interesting to 
compare Shirley's description of the dead mother with 
Bret Harte's words in “ The Luck of Roaring Camp": 

Beside the low bunk or shelf , on which the figure 
of the mother was starkly outlined below the blankets , 
stood a pine table. On this a candle box was placed , and 
within it , swathed in startling red flannel , lay the last ar- 
rival at Roaring Camp." 
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In the six-weeks-old baby of Shirley's second letter 
is her description of the babe , though not the child of the 
woman who died. Harte wove the coming of a new life 
and the tragic departure of another into his greatest mas- 
terpiece. 



Letter Sixth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 


Rich Bar , 

East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River, 

September 30, 1851 

I think that I have never spoken to you of the mournful 
extent to which profanity prevails in California. You 
know that at home it is considered vulgar for a gentle- 
man to swear; but I am told that here, it is absolutely the 
fashion, and that people who never uttered an oath in 
their lives while in the “States,” now “clothe themselves 
with curses as with a garment.” Some try to excuse 
themselves by saying that it is a careless habit, into which 
they have glided imperceptibly, from having been com- 
pelled to associate so long with the vulgar and the pro- 
fane; that it is a mere slip of the tongue, which means 
absolutely nothing, etc. I am willing to believe this, and 
to think as charitably as possible of many persons here, 
who have unconsciously adopted a custom which I know 
they abhor. Whether there is more profanity in the mines 
than elsewhere, I know not; but during the short time 
that I have been at Rich Bar, I have heard more of it 
than in all my life before. Of course, the most vulgar 
blackguard will abstain from swearing in the presence 
of a lady; but in this rag and card-board house, one is 
compelled to hear the most sacred of names constantly 
profaned by the drinkers and gamblers who haunt the 
bar-room at all hours. And this is a custom which the 
gentlemanly and quiet proprietor, much as he evidently 
dislikes it, cannot possibly prevent. 

Some of these expressions, were they not so fearfully 
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blasphemous, would be grotesquely sublime. For in- 
stance; not five minutes ago, I heard two men quarrelling 
in the street, and one said to the other, “only let me get 
hold of your beggarly carcase once, and I will use you 
up so small that God Almighty himself cannot see your 
ghost r 

To live thus in constant danger of being hushed to 
one’s rosy rest by a ghastly lullaby of oaths, is revolting 
in the extreme. For that reason, and because it is infi- 
nitely more comfortable during the winter season, than 
a plank-house, F. has concluded to build a log-cabin, 
where, at least, I shall not be obliged to hear the solemn 
names of the Father and the dear Master so mockingly 
profaned. 

But it is not the swearing alone which disturbs my 
slumber. There is a dreadful flume, the machinery of 
which, keeps up the most dismal moaning and shrieking 
all the livelong night — ■ painfully suggestive of a suffer- 
ing child. But, oh dear! you don’t know what that is, do 
you? Now, if I was scientific, I would give you such a 
vivid description of it, that you would see a pen and ink 
flume staring at you from this very letter. But alas! my 
own ideas on the subject, are in a state of melancholy 
vagueness. I will do my possible, however, in the way of 
explanation. A flume, then, is an immense trough, which 
takes up a portion of the river, and, with the aid of a 
dam, compels it to run in another channel, leaving the 
vacated bed of the stream ready for mining purposes. 

There is a gigantic project now on the tapis of fluming 
the entire river for many miles, commencing a little above 
Rich Bar. Sometimes these fluming companies are emi- 
nently successful; at others, their operations are a dead 
failure. 

But in truth, the whole mining system in California 
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is one great gambling, or better, perhaps — lottery trans- 
action. It is impossible to tell whether a “claim” will 
prove valuable or not. F. has invariably sunk money on 
every one that he has bought. Of course, a man who 
works a “claim” himself, is more likely — even should 
it turn out poor — “to get his money back,” as they say 
— than one who, like F., hires it done. 

A few weeks since, F. paid a thousand dollars for a 
“claim,” which has proved utterly worthless. He might 
better have thrown his money into the river than to have 
bought it; and yet some of the most experienced miners 
on the Bar, thought that it would “pay.” 

But I began to tell you about the different noises which 
disturb my peace of mind by day, and my repose of body 
by night, and have gone instead, into a finanical dis- 
quisition upon mining prospects. Pray forgive me, even 
though I confess that I intend some day, when I feel sta- 
tistically inclined, to bore you with some profound re- 
marks upon the claiming, drifting, sluicing, ditching, 
fluming and coyoting politics of the “diggins.” 

But to return to my sleep murderers. The rolling on 
the bowling alley never leaves off for ten consecutive 
minutes at any time during the entire twenty-four hours. 
It is a favorite amusement at the mines; and the only 
difference that Sunday makes, is, that then it never 
leaves off for one minute. 

Besides the flume and the bowling alley, there is an 
inconsiderate dog, which will bark from starry eve till 
dewy mom. I fancy that he has a wager on the subject, 
as all the other puppies seem bitten by the betting mania. 

A propos of dogs; I found dear old Dake — the noble 
New Foundland which H. gave us — looking as in- 
tensely black, and as grandly aristocratical as ever. He is 
the only high-bred dog on the river. There is another 
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animal, by the plebeian name of John, (what a name for 
a dog!) really a handsome creature, which looks as if he 
might have a faint sprinkling of good blood in his veins. 
Indeed, I have thought it possible that his great-grand- 
father was a bull-dog. But he always barks at me — 
which I consider as proof positive that he is nothing but 
a low-born mongrel. To be sure, his master says, to ex- 
cuse him, that he never saw a woman before; but a dog 
of any chivalry would have recognized the gentler sex, 
even if it was the first time that he had been blessed with 
the sight. 

In the first part of my letter, I alluded to the swearing 
propensities of the Rich Barians. Those of course would 
shock you; but though you hate slang, I know that you 
could not help smiling at some of their bizarre cant 
phrases. 

For instance, if you tell a Rich Barian anything which 
he doubts, instead of simply asking you if it is true, he 
will invariably cock his head interrogatively, and almost 
pathetically address you with the solemn adjuration, 
“Honest Indian?” Whether this phrase is a slur or a 
compliment to the aboriginees of this country, I do not 
know. 

Again; they will agree to a proposal, with the appro- 
priate words, “Talk enough when horses fight!” which 
sentence they will sometimes slightly vary to “Talk 
enough between gentlemen.” 

If they wish to borrow anything of you, they will 
mildly inquire if you have it “about your clothes.” As an 
illustration; a man asked F. the other day, “If he had a 
spare pick-axe about his clothes.” And F. himself gravely 
inquired of me this evening at the dinner-table, if I had 
“a pickle about my clothes.” 

If they ask a man an embarrassing question, or in any 
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way have placed him in an equivocal position, they will 
triumphantly declare that they have u got the dead-wood 
on him.” And they are everlastingly “going narry cent” 
on those of whose credit they are doubtful. There are 
many others which may be common enough every where, 
but as I never happened to hear them before, they have 
for me all the freshness of originality. You know that it 
has always been one of my pet rages, to trace cant 
phrases to their origin; but most of those in vogue here, 
would, I verily believe, puzzle Home Tooke himself. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEYS SIXTH LETTER 

Though they were doubtless among the most pro- 
fane of men , and thus amply merited Shirleys strictures , 
most of the miners of the California gold rush were no 
mere roisterers. On the contrary, they were made of stern 
stuff, and the remains of their “ workings ” along the 
streams and bars and flats of the Sierra foothills still of- 
fer mute evidence of their almost superhuman industry. 
At Rich Bar , far higher in the mountains than were most 
of the diggings , the “wing dams” and flumes of 1850 
and 1851 paid rich dividends, though — as Shirley aptly 
remarks — the miners 1 life was one long gamble . By 
1852 men by the score were heading down to the val- 
leys “dead broke ,' 1 ' 1 and the dams and flumes of that year 
were largely failures. (An excellent drawing of the Rich 
Bar wing dam and flume 0/1851 appears in Fariss and 
Smith's History of Plumas County.) 



Letter Seventh 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
October 7, 1851 

You will perchance be surprised, dear M., to receive a 
letter from me dated Indian, instead of Rich Bar; but as 
many of F’s most intimate friends reside at this settle- 
ment, he concluded to build his log cabin here. 

Solemn council was held upon the ways and means of 
getting “Dame Shirley” to her new home. The general 
opinion was, that she had better mount her fat mule and 
ride over the hill, as all agreed that it was very doubtful 
whether she would be able to cross the logs and jump 
the rocks, which would bar her way by the water-pas- 
sage. But that obstinate little personage, who has always 
been haunted with a passionate desire to do every thing 
which people said she could not do, made up her wilful 
mind immediately to go by the river. Behold then, the 
“Dame” on her winding way, escorted by a deputation of 
Indian Barian’s, which had come up for that important 
purpose. 

It is impossible, my sister, for any power of language 
over which I have command, to convey to you an idea 
of the wild grandeur and the awful magnificence of the 
scenery in this vicinity. This Fork of the Feather river, 
comes down very much “as the water does at Lodore;” 
now gliding along with a liquid measure, like a river in 
a dream, and anon bursting into a thousand glittering 
foam-beads over the huge rocks, which rise dark, solemn 
and weird-like, in its midst. The crossings are formed of 
logs, often moss-grown. Only think how charmingly pic- 
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turesque, to eyes wearied with the costly masonry, or 
carpentry of the bridges at home. At every step gold dig- 
gers or their operations greet your vision. Sometimes in 
the form of a dam; sometimes in that of a river, turned 
slightly from its channel, to aid the indefatigable gold 
hunters in their mining projects. Now, on the side of a 
hill you will see a long-tom, — a huge machine invented 
to facilitate the separation of the ore from its native ele- 
ment; or a man busily engaged in working a rocker, — a 
much smaller and simpler machine, used for the same 
object; or more primitive still, some solitary prospecter, 
with a pan of dirt in his hands, which he is carefully 
washing at the water’s edge, to see if he can “get the 
color,” as it is technically phrased, which means literally 
the smallest particle of gold. 

As we approached Indian Bar, the path led several 
times fearfully near deep holes, from which the laborers 
were gathering their yellow harvest; and “Dame Shir- 
ley’s” small head swam dizzily as she crept shudder- 
ingly by. 

The first thing which attracted my attention, as my 
new home came in view, was the blended blue, red and 
white of the American banner, undulating like a many- 
colored snake amid the lofty verdure of the cedars which 
garland the brown brow of the hill behind our cabin. This 
flag was suspended on the Fourth of July last, by a pa- 
triotic sailor, who climbed to the top of the tree to which 
he attached it, cutting away the branches as he de- 
scended, until it stood among its stately brethren, a beau- 
tiful moss-wreathed Liberty pole, flinging to the face of 
Heaven the glad colors of the Free. 

When I attempt, dear M., to describe one of these 
spots to you, I regret more than ever, the ill-health of my 
childhood, which prevented my obtaining any degree of 
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excellence in sketching from Nature. Had it not been for 
that interruption to my artistic education, I might, with 
a few touches of the pencil or the brush, give you the 
place and its surroundings. But alas! my feeble pen will 
convey to you a very faint idea of its savage beauty. 

This bar is so small, that it seems impossible that the 
tents and cabins scattered over it can amount to a dozen; 
there are, however, twenty in all, including those formed 
of calico shirts and pine boughs. With the exception of 
the paths leading to the different tenements, the entire 
level is covered with mining holes, on the edges of which 
lie the immense piles of dirt and stones which have been 
removed from the excavations. There is a deep pit in 
front of our cabin and another at the side of it; though 
they are not worked, as when ‘prospected,” they did not 
“yield the color.” 

Not a spot of verdure is to be seen on this place; but 
the glorious hills rising on every side vested in foliage of 
living green, make ample amends for the sterility of the 
tiny level upon which we camp. The surrounding scen- 
ery is infinitely more charming than that of Rich Bar. 
The river in hue of a vivid emerald — as if it reflected 
the hue of the fir trees above, — bordered with a band of 
dark red, caused by the streams flowing into it from the 
different sluices, ditches, long-toms, etc., which meander 
from the hill Just back of the Bar, wanders musically 
along. Across the river and in front of us, rises nearly 
perpendicularly, a group of mountains, the summits of 
which are broken into many beautifully cut conical and 
pyramidal peaks. At the foot and left of these eminences, 
and a little below our Bar, lies Missouri Bar, which is 
reached from this spot by a log bridge. Around the latter, 
the river curves in the shape of a crescent and singularly 
enough, the mountain rising behind this bend in the 
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stream, outlines itself against the justrous Heaven, in a 
shape as exact and perfect as the moon herself in her first 
quarter. Within one horn of this crescent, the water is a 
mass of foam sparkles, and it plays upon the rocks which 
line its bed an everlasting dirge suggestive of the ‘'''grand 
forever” of the ocean. 

At present the sun does not condescend to shine upon 
Indian Bar at all, and the old settlers tell me that he will 
not smile upon us for the next three months; but he 
nestles lovingly in patches of golden glory, all along the 
brows of the different hills around us, and now and then 
stoops to kiss the topmost wave on the opposite shore of 
the Rio de las Plumas. 

The first artificial elegance which attracts your vision, 
is a large rag shanty, roofed, however, with a rude kind 
of shingles, over the entrance of which is painted in red 
capitals, (“to what base uses do we come at last,”) the 
name of the great Humboldt spelt without the d. This is 
the only hotel in this vicinity, and as there is a really ex- 
cellent bowling alley attached to it, and the bar-room has 
a floor upon which the miners can dance, and, above all, 
a cook who can play the violin, it is very popular. But 
the clinking of glasses, and the swaggering air of some 
of the drinkers, reminds us that it is no place for a lady, 
so we will pass through the dining room and emerging 
at the kitchen, in a step or two reach our log cabin. Enter 
my dear; you are perfectly welcome; besides, we could 
not keep you out if we would, as there is not even a latch 
on the canvas door, though we really intend in a day or 
two to have a hook put on to it. 

The room into which we have just entered is about 
twenty feet square. It is lined over the top with white 
cotton cloth, the breadths of which being sewed together 
only in spots, stretch gracefully apart in many places, giv- 
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mg one a birds-eye view of the shingles above. The sides 
are hung with a gaudy chintz, which I consider a perfect 
marvel of calico printing. The artist seems to have ex- 
hausted himself on roses ; from the largest cabbage, down 
to the tiniest Burgundy, he has arranged them in every 
possible variety of wreath, garland, bouquet, and single 
flower; they are of all stages of growth, from earliest bud- 
hood up to the ravishing beauty of the “last rose of sum- 
mer.” Nor has he confined himself to the colors usually 
worn by this lovely plant; but, with the daring of a great 
genius soaring above nature, worshiping the ideal rather 
than the real, he has painted them brown, purple, green, 
black and blue. It would need a floral catalogue to give 
you the names of all the varieties which bloom upon the 
calico; but, judging by the shapes — which really are 
much like the originals — I can swear to moss roses, 
Burgundies, York and Lancaster, tea roses, and multi- 
floras. 

A curtain of the above described chintz, (I shall hem 
it at the first opportunity), divides off a portion of the 
room, behind which stands a bedstead that in ponderos- 
ity leaves the Empire couches far behind. But before I 
attempt the furniture let me finish describing the cabin 
itself. 

The fireplace is built of stones and mud, the chimney 
finished off with alternate layers of rough sticks and this 
same rude mortar; contrary to the usual custom, it is 
built inside, as it was thought that arrangement would 
make the room more comfortable; and you may imagine 
the queer appearance of this unfinished pile of stones, 
mud and sticks. The mantle-piece — remember that on 
this portion of a great building, some artists, by their ex- 
quisite workmanship, have become world renowned — 
is formed of a beam of wood, covered with strips of tin 
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procured from cans* upon which still remain in black 
hieroglyphics, the names of the different eatables which 
they formerly contained. Two smooth stones — how de- 
lightfully primitive — do duty as fire-dogs. I suppose that 
it would be no more than civil to call a hole two feet 
square in one side of the room, a window, although it is 
as yet guiltless of glass. F. tried to coax the proprietor of 
the Empire to let him have a window from that pine and 
canvas palace; but he of course declined, as to part with 
it would really inconvenience himself; so F. has sent to 
Marysville for some glass, though it is the general opin- 
ion that the snow will render the trail impassable for 
mules before we can get it. In this case, we shall tack up 
a piece of cotton cloth, and should it chance at any time 
to be very cold, hang a blanket before the opening. At 
present the weather is so mild that it is pleasanter as it is, 
though we have a fire in the mornings and evenings, 
more, however, for luxury than because we really need 
it. For my part, I almost hope that we shall not be able 
to get any glass, for you will perhaps remember that it 
was a pet habit of mine, in my own room, to sit by a 
great fire in the depth of winter, with my window open. 

One of our friends had nailed up an immense quantity 
of unhemmed cotton cloth — very coarse — in front of 
this opening, and as he evidently prided himself upon the 
elegant style in which he had arranged the drapery, it 
went to my heart to take it down, and suspend in its 
place some pretty blue linen curtains which I had brought 
from the valley. My toilet table is formed of a trunk ele- 
vated upon two claret cases, and by draping it with some 
more of the blue linen neatly fringed, it really will look 
quite handsome, and when I have placed upon it my 
rosewood work-box, a large cushion of crimson brocade, 
some Chinese ornaments of exquisitely carved ivory, and 
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two or three Bohemian glass cologne stands, it would not 
disgrace a lady’s chamber at home. 

The looking-glass is one of those which come in paper 
cases for doll’s houses; how different from the full length 
Psyches so almost indispensable to a dressing-room in the 
States. 

The wash-stand is another trunk covered with a 
towel, upon which you will see for bowl, a large vege- 
table dish, for ewer, a common sized dining pitcher; near 
this, upon a small cask, is placed a pail, which is daily 
filled with water from the river. I brought with me from 
Marysville a handsome carpet, a hair mattress, pillows, 
a profusion of bed linen, quilts, blankets, towels, &c., so 
that in spite of the oddity of most of my furniture, I am 
in reality as thoroughly comfortable here as I could be 
in the most elegant palace. 

We have four chairs which were brought from the 
Empire. I seriously proposed having three-legged stools; 
with my usual desire for symmetry I thought that they 
would be more in keeping; but as I was told that it would 
be a great deal of trouble to get them made, I was fain 
to put up with mere chairs; so you see that even in the 
land of gold itself, one cannot have everything that she 
desires. An ingenious individual in the neighborhood, 
blessed with a large bump for mechanics and good na- 
ture, made me a sort of wide bench, which covered with 
a neat plaid, looks quite sofa-like. A little pine table with 
oil-cloth tacked over the top of it, stands in one comer 
of the room, upon which are arranged the chess and crib- 
bage boards. There is a larger one for dining purposes, 
and as unpainted pine has always a most dreary look, F. 
went every where in search of oil-cloth for it, but there 
was none on any of the bars; at last “Ned,” the Hum- 
boldt Paganini, remembered two old monte table covers, 
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which had been thrown, aside as useless. I received them 
thankfully, and with my planning and Ned’s mechanical 
genius, we patched up quite a respectable covering; to be 
sure, the ragged condition of the primitive material, com- 
pelled us to have at one end an extra border, but that only 
agreeably relieved the monotony. I must mention that 
the floor is so uneven that no article of furniture gifted 
with four legs pretends to stand upon but three at once, 
so that the chairs, tables, etc., remind you constandy of 
a dog with a sore foot. 

At each end of the mande-piece is arranged a candle- 
stick, not, much to my regret, a block of wood with a 
hole in the centre of it, but a real brittania-ware candle- 
stick; the space between is gaily ornamented with F.’s 
meerschaum, several styles of clay pipes, cigars, ciga- 
ritos, and every procurable variety of tobacco; for you 
know the aforesaid individual is a perfect devotee of the 
Indian weed. If I should give you a month of Sundays 
you would never guess what we use in lieu of a book- 
case, so I will put you out of your misery by informing 
you instantly that it is nothing more nor less than a 
candle-box, which contains the library, consisting of a 
bible and prayer-book, Shakespeare, Spenser, Coleridge, 
Shelley, Keats, Lowell’s Fable for Critics, Walton’s 
Complete Angler and some Spanish books — spiritual in- 
stead of material lights, you see. 

There, my dainty Lady Molly, I have given you, I fear, 
a wearisomely minute description of my new home. How 
would you like to winter in such an abode? in a place 
where there are no newspapers, no churches, lectures, 
concerts or theaters; no fresh books, no shopping, calling 
nor gossiping little tea-drinkings; no parties, no balls, no 
picnics, no tableaux , no charades, no latest fashions, no 
daily mail, (we have an express once a month,) no prome- 
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nades, no rides nor drives; no vegetables but potatoes 
and onions, no milk, no eggs, no nothing? Now I expect 
to be very happy here. This strange, odd life, fascinates 
me. As for churches, “the groves were God’s first tem- 
ples,” “and for the strength of the hills, the Swiss moun- 
tains bless him;” and as to books, I read Shakespeare, 
David, Spenser, Paul, Coleridge, Burns and Shelley 
which are never old. In good sooth I fancy that nature 
intended me for an Arab or some other Nomadic bar- 
barian, and by mistake my soul got packed up in a chris- 
tianized set of bones and muscles. How I shall ever be 
able to content myself to live in a decent, proper, well- 
behaved house, where toilet tables are toilet tables, and 
not an ingenious combination of trunk and claret cases, 
where lanterns are not broken bottles, book cases not 
candle boxes, and trunks not wash-stands, but every arti- 
cle of furniture, instead of being a make-shift, is its own 
useful and elegantly finished self. I am sure I do not 
know, however, when too much appalled at the hum- 
drumish prospect, I console myself with the beautiful 
promises, “that sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof,” 
and “as thy day is, so shall thy strength be,” and trust 
that when it is again my lot to live amid the refinements 
and luxuries of civilization, that I shall endure them with 
becoming philosophy and fortitude. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S SEVENTH LETTER 

The move downstream to Indian Bar doubtless 
resulted from the sudden prominence of that locality dur- 
ing the fall of 1851, though it was apparently a short- 
lived camp. Even at Rich Bar the sun seldom shone in 
winter, and the precipitous cliffs and peaks above Indian 
Bar left it without sunshine a good part of the year. Shir- 
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ley’s detailed description of the cabin into which she 
moved is perhaps the best we have of an early habitation 
in one of the more remote diggings. Many years later 
Shirley wrote in similar vein (in a manuscript found 
among her papers after her death ) : 

“I glanced round at my log-cabin with its furniture , 
calico hangings covered with blue roses , purple lilies, and 
green pinks; its chimney of cobblestones and rough mor- 
tar, a hateful excrescence over half of one side of the 
room; its tin mantle-piece illuminated with piquant leg- 
ends as ‘ Preserved Peaches', ‘Canned Cherries', ‘Pickled 
Oysters', etc.; its salt-box bookcase; its bedstead built up 
bodily in the room, — and its delightfully primitive can- 
dlesticks, made of a block of wood and three nails." 

Herman Camp started the first muleback express to 
Rich Bar from Marysville in the fall of 1850, and that 
winter John R. Buckbee offered two deliveries a month, 
charging $2.50 for each letter and $1.50 for each news- 
paper delivered, in addition to high rates per pound (Shir- 
ley says 40^) for provisions and other “freight." 



Letter Eighth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
October ao, 1851 

Having seen me, dear M., safely enthroned in my 
beautiful log palace, with its center walls all tapestried 
with moss, perhaps you would like a description of the 
coronation dinner! 

You must know that “Ned,” the Paganini of the Hum- 
boldt, (who, by the way, is almost a historic: or better, 
perhaps, naval character, inasmuch as he was cook on 
board of the Somers, when her captain performed his 
little tragedy, to the horror of an entire nation,) had 
been in such a state of ecstasy ever since he had heard 

of die promised advent of Mrs. , that his proprietors , 

as Ned grandly calls them, had serious fears of being 
compelled to strait jacket him. 

“You see, sir,” said Ned, “when the queen (with Ned 
as with the rest of the world, ‘a substitute shines brightly 
as a queen, until a queen be by,’ and I am the only petti- 
coated astonishment on this Bar) arrives, she will ap- 
preciate my culinary efforts. It is really discouraging, sir, 
after I have exhausted my skill in preparing a dish, to see 
the gentlemen devour it with as much unconcern, as 
though it had been cooked by a mere bungler in our art!” 

When we entered our new home, we found the cloth 
— it was a piece left of that which lined the room over- 
head — already laid. As it was unhemmed and some- 
what tattered at the ends, an imaginative mind might 
fancy it fringed on purpose, though like the poor little 
“Marchioness,” with her orange peel and water, one 
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“would have to make believe very-hard.” Unfortunately, 
it was not wide enough for the table, and a dashing 
border of white pine banded each side of it. Ned had in- 
vested an unknown quantity of gold-dust in a yard of dia- 
per — • awfully coarse — which, divided into four pieces, 
and fringed, to match the table cloth, he had placed 
napkin-wise in the tumblers. He had evidently ransacked 
the whole Bar to get viands wherewith to decorate the 
various dishes, which were as follows — 

First Course — Oyster Soup. 

Second Course — Fried Salmon, caught from the river. 

Third Course — Roast Beef and Boiled Ham. 

Fourth Course — Fried Oysters. 

Vegetables — Potatoes and Onions. 

Pastry — Mince Pie, and Pudding, made without eggs 
or milk. 

Dessert — Madeira Nuts and Raisins. 

Wines — Claret and Champagne. 

Coffee. 

I found that Ned had not overrated his powers; the 
dinner, when one considers the materials of which it was 
composed, was really excellent. The soup was truly a 
great work of art; the fried oysters dreamily delicious; 
and as to the coffee, Ned must have got the receipt for 
making it from the very angel who gave the beverage to 
Mahomet, to restore that individual s decayed moisture. 

Ned himself waited, dressed in a bran new flannel 
shirt and calico ditto, his hair — he is a light mulatto — 
frizzled to the most intense degree of corkscrewity, and 
a benign and self-satisfied smile irradiating his face, such 
as should illumine the features of a great artist, when he 
knows that he has achieved something, the memory of 
which the world will not willingly let die. In truth he 
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needed but white kid gloves, to have been worthy of 
standing behind the chair of Count D’Orsay himself. So 
grand was his air, so ceremonious his every motion, that 
we forgot we were living in the heart of the Sierra Ne- 
vada; forgot that our home was a log cabin of mere primi- 
tive rudeness; forgot that we were sitting at a rough 
pine table, covered with a ragged piece of four cent cot- 
ton cloth, eating soup with iron spoons ! 

I wish, my funny little Molly, that you could have 
been here, clairvoyantly. It was one of those scenes just 
touched with that fine and almost imperceptible perfume 
of the ludicrous, in which you especially delight. There 
are a thousand minute shreds of the absurd, which my 
duller sense overlooks, but which never can hope to es- 
cape your mirth loving vision. 

Ned really plays beautifully on the violin. There is a 
white man by the name of “Chock,” who generally ac- 
companies him. Of course, true daughter of Eve that you 
are, you will wish to know “right off 11 what “Chock’s” 
other name is. Young woman, I am ashamed of you! 
Who ever asks for the other name of Alexander, of Han- 
nibal, of Homer? Suffice it that he is “Chock” by him- 
self, “Chock” and assistant violinist to Paganini Vattal 
Ned. 

Ned and one of his musical cronies, a white man, gave 
me a serenade the other evening. As it was quite cold, 
F. made them come inside the cabin. It was the richest 
thing possible, to see the patronizing, and yet serene 
manner, with which Ned directed his companion what 
marches, preludes, etc., to play for the amusement 
of that profound culinary and musical critic, “Dame 
Shirley.” 

It must be confessed that Ned’s love of the beautiful is 
not quite so correct, as his taste in cooking and violin 
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playing. This morning a gentle knock at my door, was 
followed by that polite person, bearing in triumph a 
small waiter, purloined from the Humboldt, on which 
stood in state, festooned with tumblers, a gaudy pitcher, 
which would have thrown “Tearsoul” and “Lelie” into 
ecstasies of delight. It was almost as wonderful a speci- 
men of art as my chintz hanging. The ground-work is 
pure white, upon which in bas relief are executed two 
diabolical looking bandits, appallingly bewhiskered and 
mustached; dressed in red coats, yellow pantaloons, 
green boots, orange colored caps, with brown feathers in 
them, and sky-blue bows and arrows — each of the fas- 
cinating vagabonds is attended by a bird of paradise 
colored dog, with a crimson tail waggingly depicted. 
They are embowered beneath a morning-glory vine, evi- 
dently a species of the convolvulus unknown in America, 
as each one of its pink leaves springing from purple 
stems, is three times the size of the bandit’s head. 

Ned could not have admired it more, if it had been a 
jar of richest porcelain or the rare Etruscan vase, and 
when I gently suggested that it was a pity to rob the bar- 
room of so elegant an ornament, answered, 

“Miners can’t appreciate a handsome pitcher, any 

more than they can good cooking, and Mrs. will 

please to keep it.” 

Alas! I would infinitely have preferred the humblest 
brown jug, for that really has a certain beauty of its own, 
and besides it would have been in keeping with my cabin. 
However, that good creature looked upon the miraculous 
vegetable, the fabulous quadrupeds, and the impossible 
bipeds, with so much pride, that I had not the heart to 
tell him that the pitcher was a fright, but graciously ac- 
cepting it, I hid it out of sight as quick as possible, on the 
trunk washstand, behind the curtain. 
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We breakfast at nine, and dine at six, with a dish of 
soup at noon for luncheon. Do not think we fare as sump- 
tuously every day, as we did at the coronation dinner. 
By no means; and it is said that there will probably be 
many weeks during the season, that we shall have neither 
onions, potatoes nor fresh meat. It is feared that the for- 
mer will not keep through the whole winter, and the 
rancheros cannot at all times drive in cattle for butcher- 
ing, on account of the expected snow. 

Ned is not the only distinguished person residing on 
this Bar. There is a man camping here, who was one of 
Colonel Fremont’s guides during his travels through Cal- 
ifornia. He is fifty years of age, perhaps, and speaks sev- 
eral languages to perfection. As he has been a wanderer 
for many years, and for a long time was the principal 
chief of the Crow Indians, his adventures are extremely 
interesting. He chills the blood of the green young miner, 
who, unacquainted with the arts of war and subjuga- 
tion, congregate around him by the cold blooded manner 
in which he relates the Indian fights that he has been en- 
gaged in. . 

There is quite a band of this wild people herding a few 
miles below us; and soon after my arrival it was con- 
fidently affirmed and believed by many, that they were 
about to make a murderous attack upon the miners. This 
man who can make himself understood in almost any 
language, and has a great deal of influence over all In- 
dians, went to see them, and told them that such an at- 
tempt would result in their own certain destruction. They 
said “that they had never thought of such a thing; that 
the Americans were like the grass in the valleys, and the 
Indians fewer than the flowers of the Sierra Nevada.” 

Among other oddities, there is a person here who is a 
rabid admirer of Lippard. I have heard him gravely affirm 
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that Lippard was the greatest authpt the world ever saw, 
and that if one of has novels, and the most fascinating 
work of ancient or modern times, lay side by side, he 
would choose the former, even though he had already re- 
peatedly perused it. He studies Lippard just as the other 
folks do Shakespeare, and yet the man has read and ad- 
mires the majestic prose of Chilton, and is quite familiar 
with the best English classics ! He is a Quaker and his 
merciless and unmitigated regard for truth, is comically 
grand, and nothing amuses me more than to draw out 
that peculiar characteristic. For instance, after talking at 
him, the most beautiful and eloquent things that I can 
think of, I will pitilessly nail him in this wise — - 

“Now I know that you agree with me, Mr. ?” 

It is the richest and broadest farce, in this flattering 
and deceitful world, to see him look right into my eyes, 
while he answers smilingly, without the least evasion or 
reserve, the astounding truth — 

“I have not heard a word that you have been saying 
for the last half hour; I have been thinking of something 
else!” 

His dreamland reveries on these occasions are sup- 
posed to be a profound meditation upon the character and 
writings of his pet author. I am always glad to have him 
visit us, as some one of us is sure to be most unflatter- 
ingly electrified by his uncompromising veracity. I am 
myself generally the victim, as I make it a point to give 
him every opportunity for the display of this unusual 
peculiarity. Not but that I have had disagreeable truth 
told me often enough, but heretofore people have done it 

out of spitefulness; but Mr. , who is the kindest 

hearted of mortals, never dreams that his merciless frank- 
ness, can possibly wound one’s self-love. 

But the great man — officially considered — of the en- 
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tire river, is the “Squire,” as he is jestingly called. It had 
been rumored for some time, that we were about to be- 
come a law and order loving community; and when I re- 
quested an explanation, I was informed that a man had 
gone all the way to Hamilton, the county seat, to get 
himself made into a Justice of the Peace. Many shook 
their wise heads and doubted — even if suited to the 
situation, which they say he is not — whether he would 
take here; and certain rebel spirits affirmed that he would 
be invited to walk over the hill before he had been in the 
community twenty-four hours; which is a polite way 
these free-and-easy young people have, of turning out of 
town an obnoxious individual. Not that the “Squire” is 
particularly objectionable, per se, but in virtue of his of- 
fice, and his supposed ineligibility to fill the same. Be- 
sides, the people here wish to have the fun of ruling 
themselves. Miners are as fond of playing at law-making 
and dispensing, as French novelists are of “playing at 
Providence.” They say, also, that he was not elected by 
the voice of the people, but that his personal friends nom- 
inated and voted for him unknown to the rest of the com- 
munity. This is, perhaps, true. At least I have heard 
some of the most respectable men here observe, that had 
they been aware of the Squire’s name being up as candi- 
date for an office, which though insignificant elsewhere, 
is one of great responsibility in a mining community, 
they should certainly have gone against his election. 

Last night I had the honor of an introduction to “His 
Honor.” Imagine a middle-sized man, quite stout, with 
a head disproportionately large, crowned with one of 
those immense foreheads eked out with a slight baldness 
(wonder if according to the flattering popular supersti- 
tion, he has thought his hair off ? ) which enchant phre- 
nologists, but which one never sees brooding above the 



LETTER EIGHTH 


71 

soulful orbs of the .great ones of -the earth; a smooth, fat 
face, grey eyes and prominent chin, the tout ensemble 
characterized by an expression of the utmost meekness 
and gentleness, which expression contrasts rather funnily 
with a satanic goatee, and you have our good “Squire. 1 ' 

You know, M., that it takes the same kind of power 
— differing of course in degree — to govern twenty men 
that it does to rule a million, and although the “Squire 11 
is sufficiently intelligent and the kindest hearted creature 
in the world, he evidently does not possess that peculiar 
tact, talent, gift or whatever it is called, which makes 
Napoleons, Mohammeds and Cromwells, and which is 
absolutely necessary to keep in order such a strangely 
amalgamated community, representing as it does the four 
quarters of the globe, as congregates upon this river. 

However, I suppose that we must take the “goods the 
Gods provide , 11 satisfied that if our “King Log 11 does no 
good; he is too sincerely desirous of fulfilling his duty, to 
do any harm. But I really feel sorry for this “mere young 
Daniel come to judgment , 11 when I think of the gauntlet 
which the wicked wits will make him run when he tries 
his first cause. 

However, the “Squire 11 may, after all, succeed. As yet 
he has had no opportunity of making use of his creden- 
tials in putting down Miner’s Law, which is of course 
the famous code of Judge Lynch. In the mean time, we 
all sincerely pray that he may be successful in his laud- 
able undertaking, for justice in the hands of a mob, how- 
ever respectable, is at best a fearful thing. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S EIGHTH LETTER 

The alleged ‘‘''Fremont guide 11 and ex-chief of the 
Crow Indians whose tales so fascinated the miners of 
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Indian Bar was doubtless none other than the redoubt- 
able James P. (“Jim”) Beckwourth, mulatto adventurer, 
whose bloodcurdling exploits (as he himself related 
them ) were first given to the public in 1856 m The Life 
and Adventures of James P. Beckwourth, Mountaineer, 
Scout, and Pioneer, and Chief of the Crow Nation of In- 
dians (New York: Harper & Brothers; edited , with an 
Introduction, by Bernard De Voto, and republished by 
Alfred A. Knopf , 1931)- Beckwourth, who in 1851 
discovered the Sierra pass that bears his name, had 
roamed the West for many a year , and at the time 
Shirley knew him was dictating his memoirs to one 
Thomas D. Bonner (perhaps the “Squire” described by 
her ) . Local Feather River legend has it that both Beck- 
wourth and Bonner delighted in the bottle , and that as 
the rum supply of an evening dwindled , their enthusiasm 
grew, as did the number of Indians slain by the former 
Crow chief in his violent and bloody encounters. Finally , 
it is said, he would slap the amiable u Squire " on the knee 
and snort: “ Paint her up, Bonner! Paint her up!" There 
can be little doubt, however, of the essential accuracy of 
Beckwourth'' s remarkable narrative, especially where his 
personal exploits were not in question. 



Letter Ninth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 

From, our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
October 29, 1851 

Well, my dear M., our grand “Squire,” whom I 
sketched for you in my last letter, has at length had an 
opportunity to exercise (or rather to try to do so) his ju- 
dicial power upon a criminal case. His first appearance as 
Justice of the Peace, took place a week ago, and was 
caused, I think, by a prosecution for debt. On that mo- 
mentous occasion, the proceeding having been carried on 
in the bar-room of the Empire, it is said that our “Young 
Daniel” stopped the court twice in order to treat the 
jury! 

But let me tell you about the trial which has just taken 
place. On Sunday evening last, Ned Paganini rushing 
wildly up to our cabin, and with eyes so enormously 
dilated that they absolutely looked all white, exclaimed, 
“that 'Little John 1 had been arrested for stealing four 
hundred dollars from the proprietor of the Empire; and 
that he was at that very moment undergoing an examina- 
tion before the 'Squire, 1 in the bar-room of the Hum- 
boldt, where he was apprehended while betting at 
monte.” “And,” added Ned, with a most awe-inspiring 
shake of his cork-screws, “there is no doubt but that he 
will be hung!” 

Of course I was inexpressibly shocked at Ned’s news, 
for “Little John,” as he is always called, (who, by the 
way, is about the last person — as every one remarked 
— that would have been suspected), seemed quite like 
an acquaintance, as he was waiter at the Empire when I 
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boarded there. I hurried F. off as quickly as possible, to 
inquire into the truth of the report. He soon returned 
with the following particulars: 

It seems that Mr. B. who on Sunday morning wished 
to pay a bill, on taking his purse from between the two 
mattresses of the bed whereon he was accustomed to 
sleep, which stood in the common sitting-room of the 
family, found that four hundred dollars in gold dust was 
missing. He did not for one moment suspect “Little 
John,” in whom himself and wife had always placed the 
utmost confidence — until a man who happened to be in 
the bar-room towards evening, mentioned casually “that 
‘Little John 1 was then at the Humboldt betting,” or to 
speak technically, — “ ‘bucking 1 away large sums at 
monte.” Mr. B., who knew that he had no money of his 
own, immediately came over to Indian Bar and had him 
arrested upon suspicion. Although he had lost several 
ounces, he had still about a hundred dollars remaining. 
But as it is impossible to identify gold-dust, Mr. B. could 
not swear that the money was his. 

Of course, the prisoner loudly protested his innocence; 
and as he was very drunk, the “Squire” adjourned all 
further proceedings until the next day — placing him un- 
der keepers for the night. 

On the following morning I was awakened very early 
by a tremendous “aye” — so deep and mighty that it al- 
most seemed to shake the cabin with its thrilling em- 
phasis. I sprang up and ran to the window, but could see 
nothing, of course — as our house stands behind the 
Humboldt; but I could easily understand from the con- 
fused murmur of many voices, and the rapidly succeed- 
ing “ayes” and “noes,” that a large crowd had collected 
in front of the latter. My first apprehension was ex- 
pressed by my bursting into tears and exclaiming — 
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“Oh! F., for God’s sake rise; -the mob are going to 
hang 'Little John!’ ” 

And my fear was not so absurd as you might at first 
imagine, for men have often been executed in the mines, 
for stealing a much smaller sum than four hundred 
dollars. 

F. went to the Humboldt and returned in a few min- 
utes to tell me that I might stop weeping, for John was 
going to have a regular trial. The crowd was merely a 
miners’ meeting, called by Mr. B. for the purpose of 
having the trial held at the Empire for the convenience 
of his wife, who could not walk over to Indian Bar to 
give her evidence in the case. However, as her deposi- 
tion could easily have been taken, malicious people will 
say that it was for the convenience of her husband’s 
pockets — as it was well known that at whichever house 
the trial took place, the owners thereof would make a 
handsome profit from the sale of dinners, drinks, etc., to 
the large number of people who would congregate to wit- 
ness the proceedings. Miners are proverbial for their rev- 
erence to the sex. Of course, everything ought to yield 
where a lady is concerned, and they all very properly 
agreed nem con , to Mr. B.’s request. 

The “Squire” consented to hold the court at Rich Bar, 
although many think that thereby he compromised his 
judicial dignity, as his office is on Indian Bar. I must con- 
fess I see not how he could have done otherwise. The 
miners were only too ready (so much do they object to 
a Justice of the Peace) to take the case entirely out of 
his hands, if their wishes were not complied with; which, 
to confess the truth, they did, even after all his conces- 
sions! though they pretended to keep up a sort of mock 
respect for his office. 

Everybody went to Rich Bar. No one remained to pro- 
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tect the calico shanties, the rag huts and the log cabins, 
from the much talked of Indian attack — but your hum- 
ble servant and Paganini Ned. 

When the people, the mighty people, had assembled 
at the Empire, they commenced proceedings by voting 
in a president and jury of their own; though they kindly 
consented (how very condescending!) that the “Squire” 
might p lay at judge , by sitting at the side of their elected 
magistrate! This honor, the “Squire” seemed to take as 
a sort of salvo to his wounded dignity, and with unprece- 
dented meekness accepted it. A young Irishman from St. 
Louis was appointed counsel for John, and a Dr. C. 
acted for the prosecution, — neither of them, however, 
were lawyers. 

The evidence against the prisoner was: that he had no 
money previously; that he had slept at the Empire a 
night or two before; and that he knew where Mr. B. was 
in the habit of keeping his gold dust; with a few other 
circumstances equally unimportant. His only defense 
was, of course to account for the money, which he tried 
to do by the following ingenious story: 

He said that his father, who resides at Stockholm (he 
is a Swede) had sent him two months previously, five 
hundred dollars through the express, which had been 
brought to him from San Francisco by a young man 
whose name is Miller; that he told no one of the circum- 
stance, but buried the money (a common habit with the 
miner) on the summit of a hill about half a mile from In- 
dian Bar; that being intoxicated on Sunday morning, he 
had dug it up for the purpose of gambling with it; and 
that Mr. M. who had gone to Marysville a week before, 
and would return in a fortnight, could confirm his story. 
When asked if he had received a letter with the money, 
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he replied that he did; but haviijg>placed it between the 
lining and the top of his cap, he had unfortunately lost it. 
He earnestly affirmed his innocence, and through his 
counsel, entreated the Court, should he be condemned, 
to defer the execution of his sentence until the arrival of 
Miller, by whom he could prove all that he had stated. 
Notwithstanding the florid eloquence of W., the jury 
brought in a verdict of guilty, and condemned him to re- 
ceive thirty-nine lashes at nine o’clock the following 
morning, and to leave the river, never to return to it, 
within twenty-four hours; a “claim” of which he owned 
a part, to be made over to Mr. B., to indemnify him for 
his loss. His punishment was very light on account of 
his previous popularity and inoffensive conduct. In spite 
of his really ingenious defense, no one has the least 
doubt of his guilt, but his lawyer and the “Squire;” they 
as firmly believe him an innocent and much injured man. 

Yesterday morning I made my visit to Smith’s Bar. In 
order to reach it, it was necessary to cross the river, on 
a bridge formed of two logs, to Missouri Bar. This flat, 
which has been worked but very little, has a path lead- 
ing across it, a quarter of a mile in length. It contains 
but two or three huts, no very extensive “diggings,” hav- 
ing as yet been discovered upon it. About in the middle 
of it, and close to the side of the trail, is situated a burial 
spot, where, not only its dead repose, but those who die 
on Indian Bar are also brought for interment. On arriv- 
ing at the termination of the level, another log bridge 
leads to Smith’s Bar, which, although it lies upon the 
same side of the river as our settlement, is seldom ap- 
proached, as I before observed, except by crossing to 
Missouri Bar and back again from that to Smith’s. The 
hills rise so perpendicularly between this latter and In- 
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dian Bar that it is utterly impossible for a woman to fol- 
low on the trail along their side, and it is no child’s play 
for even the most hardy mountaineer to do it. 

This level (Smith’s Bar) is large and quite thickly set- 
tled. More gold has been taken from it than from any 
other settlement on the river. Although the scenery here 
is not so strikingly picturesque as that surrounding my 
new home, it is perhaps more lovely; and certainly infi- 
nitely more desirable as a place of residence than the 
latter, because the sun shines upon it all winter, and we 
can take long walks about it in many directions. Now, 
Indian Bar is so completely covered with excavations and 
tenements, that it is utterly impossible to promenade 
upon it at all. Whenever I wish for exercise, I am com- 
pelled to cross the river, which, of course, I cannot do 
without company; — and as the latter is not always pro- 
curable (F.’s profession calling him much from home) I 
am obliged to stay in doors more than I like or is con- 
ducive to my health. 

A short, but steep ascent from Smith’s Bar leads you 
to another “bench” (as miners call it) almost as large as 
itself, which is covered with trees and grass, and is a 
most lovely place. From here, one has a charming view 
of a tiny bar called Frenchman’s. It is a most sunny little 
spot, covered with the freshest greensward, and nestling 
lovingly, like a petted darling, in the embracing curve of 
a crescent-shaped hill opposite. It looks more like some 
sheltered nook amid the blue mountains of New Eng- 
land, than anything I have ever yet seen in California. 
Formerly there was a “Deer Lick” upon it; and I am 
told that on every dewy morning or starlit evening, you 
might see a herd of pretty creatures, gathering in antlered 
beauty about its margin. 

Now, however, they are seldom met with; the advent 
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of gold-hunting humanity having' driven them far up into 
the hills. 

The man who keeps the store at which we stopped (a 
log cabin without any floor) goes by the sobriquet of 
“Yank,” and is quite a character in his way. He used to 
be a peddler in the States, and is remarkable for an in- 
tense ambition to be thought what the Yankees call “cute 
and smart;” an ambition which his true and good heart 
will never permit him to achieve. He is a great friend of 
mine (lam always interested in that bizarre mixture of 
shrewdness and simplicity of which he is a distinguish- 
ing specimen) and takes me largely into his confidence, 
as to the various ways he has of doing green miners. All 
the merest delusion on his part, you understand — for he 
is the most honest of God’s creatures, and would not, I 
verily believe, cheat a man out of a grain of golden sand 
to save his own harmless and inoffensive life. He is popu- 
larly supposed to be smitten with the charms of the “In- 
diana Girl;” but I confess I doubt it, for “Yank” himself 
informed me confidentially, that “though a very superior 
and splendid woman, she had no polish/'" 1 

He is an indefatigable “snapper-up of unconsidered 
trifles,” and his store is the most comical olla podrida of 
heterogeneous merchandise that I ever saw. There is 
nothing you can ask for but what. he has, — from crow- 
bars down to cambric needles; from velveteen trowsers 
up to broadcloth coats of the Jauntiest description. The 
quality of his goods, it must be confessed, is sometimes 
rather equivocal. His collection of novels is by far the 
largest, the greasiest, and the “yellowest kivered” of any 
to be found on the river. I will give you an instance of 
the variety of his possessions. 

I wanted some sealing-wax to mend a broken chess- 
piece, having, by some strange carelessness, left the box 
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containing mine in Marysville. I inquired everywhere 
for it, but always got laughed at for supposing that any 
one would be so absurd as to bring such an article into 
the mountains. As a forlorn hope I applied to “Yank.” 
Of course, he had plenty! The best of it is, that when- 
ever he produces any of these out-of-the-way things, he 
always says that he brought them from the States; — 
which proves that he had a remarkable degree of fore- 
sight, when he left his home three years ago! 

While I sat chatting with “Yank,” I heard some one 
singing loudly, and apparently very gaily, a negro mel- 
ody; and the next moment, who should enter but “Little 
John, 1 ' who had been whipped according to sentence, 
three hours previously. As soon as he saw me, he burst 
into tears, and exclaimed — 

“Oh! Mrs. , a heartless mob has beaten me cru- 

elly, has taken all my money from me, and has decreed 
that I, who am an innocent man, should leave the moun- 
tains, without a cent of money to assist me on my way!” 

The latter part of his speech, as I afterwards discov- 
ered, was certainly a lie; — for he knew that a sum am- 
ply sufficient to pay his expenses to Marysville had been 
subscribed by the very people who believed him guilty. 
Of course, his complaints were extremely painful to me. 
You know how weakly pitiful I always am towards 
wicked people; — for it seems to me, that they are so 
much more to be compassionated than the good. 

But what could I say to poor John? I did not for one 
moment doubt his entire guilt; and so, as people often 
do on such occasions, I took refuge in a platitude. 

“Well, John,” I sagely remarked, “I hope that you did 
not take the money. And only think how much happier 
you are in that case, than if you had been beaten and 



LETTER NINTH 8 1 

abused as you say yo.u have, and at the same time were 
a criminal ! 11 

I must confess, much as it tells against my eloquence, 
that John did not receive my well-meant attempt at con- 
solation, with that pious gratitude, which such an in- 
jured innocent ought to have exhibited; but F. luckily 
calling me at that moment, I was spared any more of his 
tearful complaints. 

Soon after our return to the cabin, John’s lawyer and 
the “Squire 11 called upon us. They declared their perfect 
conviction of his innocence; and the latter remarked, that 
if any one would accompany him, he would walk up to 
the spot and examine the hole from whence the culprit 
affirmed that he had taken his money, only three days 
ago; — as he very naturally supposed that it would still 
exhibit signs of having been recendy opened. It was 
finally agreed that the victim, who had never described 
the place to the Squire, should give a minute description 
of it — unheard by his Honor — to F.; and afterwards 
should lead the former, accompanied by his counsel (no 
one else could be persuaded to make such martyrs of 
themselves) to the much-talked-of spot. And will you 
believe it, M., those two obstinate men actually per- 
severed, although it was nearly dark and a very cold, 
raw, windy night, in walking half a mile, up one of the 
steepest hills, on what the rest thought a perfect fool’s 
errand! To be sure, they have triumphed for the moment, 
for the “Squire’s” description on their return, tallied ex- 
actly with that previously given to F. But alas! the in- 
fidels remained infidels still. 

Then W. bet an oyster supper for the whole party, 
which F. took up, that Miller on his return would con- 
firm his client’s statement. For fear of accidents we had 
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the oysters that night, and very nice they were, I assure 
you. This morning the hero of the last three days van- 
ished to parts unknown. And thus endeth the “Squire s” 
first attempt to sit in judgment on a criminal case. I re- 
gret his failure very much, as do many others. Whether 
any one else could have succeeded better, I cannot say. 
But I am sure that no person could more sincerely desire 
and try to act for the best good of the community than 
the “Squire.” 

I suppose that I should be as firm a believer in John’s 
innocence as any one, had he not said to F. and others, 
that “If he had taken the money they could not prove it 
against him;” and many other similar things, which seem 
to me totally incompatible with innocence. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEYS NINTH LETTER 

An interesting and amusing account of Bonners ex- 
periences as a peripatetic justice of the peace , and of some 
of his encounters with the rude folk justice of the moun- 
tain diggings , is to be found in Fariss and Smith's History 
of Plumas County. Apparently his migratory U justice 
mill" was conducted on the general theory that the scales 
of justice were usually heavily weighted on the side of 
him best able to defray the u costs" of the court — a prac- 
tice that at times brought him afoul of public opinion. It 
is said that in such cases he would bestride his mule and 
ride up the mountain to Onion Valley, where he held 
what he termed his “higher court" though here he fre- 
quently found himself unable either to enforce his judg- 
ments or to collect his stipulated fees. 



Letter Tenth 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
November 25, 1851 

Nothing of importance has happened since I last 
wrote you, except that I have become a mineress; that 
is, if the having washed a pan of dirt with my own 
hands, and procured therefrom three dollars and twenty- 
five cents in gold dust, (which I shall inclose in this let- 
ter), will entitle me to the name. I can truly say, with 
the blacksmith’s apprentice at the close of his first day’s 
work at the anvil, that U I am sorry I learned the trade;” 
for I wet my feet, tore my dress, spoilt a pair of new 
gloves, nearly froze my fingers, got an awful headache, 
took cold and lost a valuable breastpin, in this my labor 
of love. After such melancholy self-sacrifice on my part, 
I trust you will duly prize my gift. I can assure you that 
it is the last golden handiwork you will ever receive from 
“Dame Shirley.” 

Apropos, of lady gold-washers in general, — it is a 
common habit with people residing in towns in the vicin- 
ity of the “Diggings,” to make up pleasure parties to 
those places. Each woman of the company will exhibit 
on her return, at least twenty dollars of the oro, which 
she will gravely inform you she has just “panned out” 
from a single basinful of the soil. This, of course, gives 
strangers a very erroneous idea of the average richness 
of auriferous dirt. I myself thought, (now don’t laugh,) 
that one had but to saunter gracefully along romantic 
streamlets, on sunny afternoons, with a parasol and white 
kid gloves, perhaps, and to stop now and then to admire 
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the scenery, and carelessly rinse out a small panful of 
yellow sand, (without detriment to the white kids, how- 
ever, so easy did I fancy the whole process to be), in 
order to fill one’s workbag with the most beautiful and 
rare specimens of the precious mineral. Since I have 
been here, I have discovered my mistake, and also the 
secret of the brilliant success of former gold-washeresses. 

The miners are in the habit of flattering the vanity 
of their fair visitors, by scattering a handful of “salt” 
(which, strange to say, is exactly the color of gold dust, 
and has the remarkable property of often bringing to 
light very curious lumps of the ore) through the dirt be- 
fore the dainty fingers touch it; and the dear creatures go 
home with their treasures, firmly believing that mining 
is the prettiest pastime in the world. 

I had no idea of permiting such a costly joke to be played 
upon me; so I said but little of my desire to “go through 
the motions” of gold washing, until one day, when, as 
I passed a deep hole in which several men were at work, 
my companion requested the owner to fill a small pan, 
which I had in my hand, with dirt from the bedrock. 
This request was, of course, granted, and, the treasure 
having been conveyed to the edge of the river, I suc- 
ceeded, after much awkward maneuvering on my own 
part, and considerable assistance from friend H., an ex- 
perienced miner, in gathering together the above specified 
sum. All the diggers of our acquaintance say that it is an 
excellent “prospect,” even to come from the bedrock, 
where, naturally, the richest dirt is found. To be sure, 
there are now and then “lucky strikes”; such, for in- 
stance, as that mentioned in a former letter, where a per- 
son took out of a single basinful of soil, two hundred 
and fifty-six dollars. But such luck is as rare as the win- 
ning of a hundred thousand dollar prize in a lottery. We 
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are acquainted with .many here whose gains have never 
amounted to much more than “wages 11 ; that is, from" six 
to eight dollars a day. And a “claim 11 which yields a man 
a steady income of ten dollars per diem , is considered as 
very valuable. 

I received an immense fright the other morning. I was 
sitting by the fire, quietly reading “Lewis Arundal , 11 
which had just fallen into my hands, when a great shout 
and trampling of feet outside attracted my attention. 
Naturally enough my first impulse was to run to the 
door; but scarcely had I risen to my feet for that purpose, 
when a mighty crash against the side of the cabin, shak- 
ing it to the foundation, threw me suddenly upon my 
knees. So violent was the shock, that for a moment I 
thought the staunch old logs, mossed with the pale ver- 
dure of ages, were falling in confusion around me. As 
soon as I could collect my scattered senses, I looked 
about to see what had happened. Several stones had 
fallen from the back of the chimney, mortar from the 
latter covered the hearth, the cloth overhead was twisted 
into the funniest possible wrinkles, the couch had jumped 
two feet from the side of the house, the little table lay on 
its back holding up four legs instead of one, the chessmen 
were rolling merrily about in every direction, the dishes 
had all left their usual places, the door, which ever since 
has obstinately refused to let itself be shut, was thrown 
violently open, while an odd looking pile of articles lay 
in the middle of the room, which, upon investigation, 
was found to consist of a pail, a broom, a bell, some can- 
dlesticks, a pack of cards, a loaf of bread, a pair of boots, 
a bunch of cigars, and some clay pipes — the only things, 
by the way, rendered utterly hors de combat in the as- 
sault. But one piece of furniture retained its attitude, and 
that was the elephantine bedstead, which nothing short 
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of an earthquake could move. Almost at the same mo- 
ment several acquaintances rushed in, begging me not to 
be alarmed, as the danger was past. 

“But what has happened?” I eagerly inquired. 

“Oh, a large tree which was felled this morning, has 
rolled down from the brow of the hill,” and its having 
struck a rock a few feet from the house, losing thereby 
the most of its force, had alone saved us from utter de- 
struction. 

I grew sick with terror when I understood the awful 
fate from which Providence had preserved me; and even 
now my heart leaps painfully with mingled fear and grati- 
tude, when I think how closely that pale death shadow 
glided by me, and of the loving care which forbade it to 
linger upon our threshold. 

Every one who saw the forest giant descending the 
hill with the force of a mighty torrent, expected to see 
the cabin instantly prostrated to the earth. As it was, 
they all say that it swayed from the perpendicular more 
than six inches. 

Poor W. — whom you may remember my having men- 
tioned in a former letter as having had a leg amputated, a 
few weeks ago, and who was visiting us at the time, (he 
had been brought from the Empire in a rocking chair), 
looked like a marble statue of resignation. He possesses 
a face of uncommon beauty, and his large, dark eyes 
have always, I fancy, a sorrowful expression. Although 
he knew from the first shout what was about to happen, 
and was sitting on the couch which stood at that side of 
the cabin where the log must necessarily strike, and in 
his mutilated condition, had, as he has since said, not the 
faintest hope of escape, yet the rich color, for which he is 
remarkable, paled not a shade during the whole affair. 

The woodman, who came so near causing a catastro- 
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phe, was, I believe, infinitely more frightened than his 
might-have-been victims. He is a "good natured, stupid 
creature, and did not dare to descend the hill until some 
time after the excitement had subsided. The ludicrous 
expression of terror which his countenance wore, when 
he came in to see what damage had been done, and 
to ask pardon for his carelessness, made us all laugh 
heartily. 

W. related the almost miraculous escape of two per- 
sons from a similar danger last winter. The cabin, which 
was on Smith’s Bar, was crushed into a mass of ruins 
almost in an instant; while an old man and his daughter, 
who were at dinner within its walls, remained sitting in 
the midst of the fallen logs, entirely unhurt. The father 
immediately seized a gun and ran after the careless wood- 
man, swearing that he would shoot him. Fortunately for 
the latter (for there is no doubt that in the first moments 
of his rage the old man would have slain him) his 
younger legs enabled him to make his escape, and he did 
not dare to return to the settlement for some days. 

It has heretofore been a source of great interest to me 
to listen to the ringing sound of the axe, and the solemn 
crash of those majestic sentinels of the hills, as they bow 
their green foreheads to the dust; but now I fear that I 
shall always hear them with a feeling of apprehension, 
mingling with my former awe, although every one tells 
us that there is no danger of a repetition of the accident. 

Last week there was a post mortem examination of 
two men who died very suddenly in the neighborhood. 
Perhaps it will sound rather barbarous, when I tell you 
that, as there was no building upon the Bar which ad- 
mitted h'ght enough for the purpose, it was found neces- 
sary to conduct the examination in the open air, to the 
intense interest of the Kanakas, Indians, French, Span- 
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ish, English, Irish and Yankees, who had gathered 
eagerly about the spot. Paganini Ned, with an anxious 
desire that Mrs. should be amused as much as pos- 

sible in her mountain home, rushed up from the kitchen, 
his dusky face radiant with excitement, to inform me 
“that I could see both the bodies by just looking out of 
the window!” I really frightened the poor fellow by the 
abrupt and vehement manner in which I declined taking 
advantage of his kindly hint. 

One of the deceased, was the husband of an American 
lady-lecturess of the most intense description, and a 
strong-minded “Bloomer” on the broadest principles. 

Apropos , how can women, — many of whom, I am 
told, are really interesting and intelligent, how can they 
spoil their pretty mouths and ruin their beautiful com- 
plexions, by demanding with Xantippean fervor , in the 
presence, often, of a vulgar, irreverent mob, what the 
gentle creatures, are pleased to call their “rights?” How 
can they wish to soil the delicate texture of their airy 
fancies, by pondering over the wearying stupidities of 
Presidential elections, or the bewildering mystifications 
of rabid metaphysicians? And, above all, how can they 
so far forget the sweet, shy coquetries of shrinking 
womanhood, as to don those horrid “Bloomers?” As for 

me, although a wife , I never wear the — , well you 

know what they call them, when they wish to quiz hen- 
pecked husbands, — even in the strictest privacy of life. 
I confess to an almost religious veneration for trailing 
drapery, and I pin my vestural faith with unflinching 
obstinacy to sweeping petticoats. 

I knew a “strong-minded Bloomer,” at home, of some 
talent, and who was possessed, in a certain sense, of an 
excellent education. One day, after having flatteringly in- 
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formed me, that I really had a “soul^above buttons” and 
the nursery, she gravely proposed that I should improve 
my mind , by poring six hours a day over the metaphysi- 
cal subtleties of Kant, Cousin, &c; and I remember, that 
she called me a “piece of fashionable insipidity,” and 
taunted me with not daring to go out of the beaten track, 
because I truly thought, (for in those days I was a hum- 
ble little thing enough, and sincerely desirous of walking 
in the right path as straighdy as my feeble judgment 
would permit,) that there were other authors, more con- 
genial to the flower-like delicacy of the feminine intellect 
than her pet writers. 

When will our sex appreciate the exquisite philosophy 
and truth of Lowell’s remark upon the habits of Lady 
Red-Breast and her sposa Robin, as illustrating the beau- 
tifully-varied spheres of man and women: — 

“He sings to the wide world, she to her nest; 

In the nice ear of Nature, which song is the best?” 

Speaking of birds, reminds me of a misfortune that I 
have lately experienced, which, in a life where there is 
so little to amuse and interest one, has been to me a sub- 
ject of real grief. About three weeks ago, F. saw on the 
hill, a California pheasant, which he chased into a coyote 
hole and captured. Knowing how fond I am of pets, he 
brought it home and proposed that I should try to tame 
it. Now from earliest childhood, I have resolutely re- 
fused to keep wild birds, and when I have had them 
given to me — which has happened several times in this 
country — young blue-birds, etc., — I have invariably set 
them free; and I proposed doing the same with the pretty 
pheasant; but as they are the most deh'cately exquisite 
in flavor of all game, F. said “that if I did not wish to 
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keep it, he would wring its neck and have it served up 
for dinner.” With the cruelty of kindness, often more dis- 
astrous than that of real malice, I shrank from having it 
killed, and consented to let it run about the cabin. 

It was a beautiful bird, a little larger than the domestic 
hen. Its slender neck, which it curved with haughty ele- 
gance, was tinted with various shades of a shining steel 
color. The large, bright eye glanced with the prettiest 
shyness at its captors, and the cluster of feathers forming 
its tail, drooped with the rare grace of an ostrich-plume. 
The colors of the body were of a subdued brilliancy, re- 
minding one of a rich but somber mosaic. 

As it seemed very quiet, I really believed that in time 
we should be able to tame it — still it would remain con- 
stantly under the sofa or bedstead; so F. concluded to 
place it in a cage, for a few hours of each day, in order 
that it might become gradually accustomed to our pres- 
ence. This was done, the bird appearing as well as ever; 
and after closing the door of its temporary prison one 
day, I left it and returned to my seat by the fire. In less 
than two minutes afterwards, a slight struggle in the 
cage, attracted my attention. I ran hastily back, and you 
may imagine my distress, when I found the beautiful 
pheasant lying lifeless upon the ground. It never breathed 
or showed the faintest sign of life afterward. 

You may laugh at me, if you please, but I firmly be- 
lieve that it died of home-sickness. What wonder that 
the free, beautiful, happy creature of God, torn from the 
sight of the broad, blue sky, the smiling river and the 
fresh, fragrant fir trees of its mountain home, and shut 
up in a dark, gloomy cabin, should have broken in twain 
its haughty, little heart? Yes, you may laugh, call me 
sentimental, etc., but I shall never forgive myself, for 
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having killed, by inches, in my selfish and cruel kind- 
ness, that pretty creature. 

Many people here call this bird a grouse; and those 
who have crossed the plains say that it is very much like 
a prairie hen. The Spanish name is gallina del campo, 
literally, “hen of the field.” Since the death of my poor, 
little victim, I have been told that it is utterly impossible 
to tame one of these birds; and it is said, that if you put 
their eggs under a domestic fowl, the young, almost as 
soon as hatched, will instinctively run away to the be- 
loved solitudes of their congenial homes; so passionately 
beats for liberty, each pulse of their free and wild natures. 

Among the noteworthy events which have occurred 
since my last, I don’t know how I came to forget, until 
the close of my letter, two smart shocks of an earth- 
quake, to which we were treated a week ago. They were 
awe-inspiring, but after all were nothing in comparison 
to the timber-quake, an account of which I have given 
you above. But as F. is about to leave for the top of the 
Butte Mountains with a party of Rich Barians, and as I 
have much to do to prepare him for the Journey, I must 
close. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S TENTH LETTER 

The woodsmen did their work early in the forests 
directly adjacent to the Feather River diggings , though 
large lumbering operations continue to the present day in 
the higher mountains round about. Only second-growth 
timber now grows in the vicinity of Rich and Indian 
bars. 

The bird that Shirley and her husband tried unsuc- 
cessfully to tame was a Sierra grouse (Dendragapus ob- 
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scuris sierraie, Chapman ), common in the coniferous 
forests of both the Coast Ranges and the Sierra Nevada 
south of Mount Shasta. Today , in the ‘‘''courting season 
one still hears the deep bass u hoots ” of the male Sierra 
grouse in the dark forests that this interesting bird fre- 
quents. 



Letter Eleventh 

A TRIP INTO THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
December 15, 1851 

I little thought, dear M., that here, with the “green 
watching hills'” as witnesses, amid a solitude so grand 
and lofty that it seems as if the faintest whisper of pas- 
sion must be hushed by its holy stillness, I should have 
to relate the perpetration of one of those fearful deeds, 
which, were it for no other peculiarity than its startling 
suddenness — so utterly at variance with all civilized 
law — must make our beautiful California appear to 
strangers rather as a hideous phantom, than the flower- 
wreathed reality which she is. 

Whether the life, which a few men, in the imperti- 
nent intoxication of power, have dared to crush out, was 
worth that of a fly, I do not know, — perhaps not; though 
God alone, methinks, can judge of the value of the soul 
upon which he has breathed. But certainly the effect 
upon the hearts of those who played the principal parts 
in the revolting scene referred to — a tragedy, in my sim- 
ple judgment, so utterly useless — must be demoralizing 
in the extreme. 

The facts in this sad case are as follows: Last fall, two 
men were arrested by their partners, on suspicion of hav- 
ing stolen from them eighteen hundred dollars in gold 
dust. The evidence was not sufficient to convict them, 
and they were acquitted. They were tried before a meet- 
ing of the miners — as at that time the law did not even 
pretend to wave its scepter over this place. 

The prosecutors still believed them guilty, and fancied 
that the gold was hidden in a “coyote hole, 1 ' near the 
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camp from which it had been taken. They therefore 
watched the place narrowly while the suspected men re- 
mained on the Bar. They made no discoveries, however; 
and soon after the trial, the acquitted persons left the 
mountains for Marysville. 

A few weeks ago, one of these men returned, and has 
spent most of the time since his arrival in loafing about 
the different bar-rooms upon the river. He is said to have 
been constantly intoxicated. As soon as the losers of the 
gold heard of his return, they bethought themselves of 
the “coyote hole,” and placed about its entrance some 
brushwood and stones, in such a manner that no one 
could go into it without disturbing the arrangement of 
them. In the meanwhile the thief settled at Rich Bar, 
and pretended that he was in search of some gravel 
ground for mining purposes. 

A few mornings ago, he returned to his boarding place 

— which he had left some hour earlier — with a spade in 
his hand, and as he laid it down, carelessly observed that 
he had “been out prospecting.” The losers of the gold 
went, immediately after breakfast, as they had been in 
the habit of doing, to see if all was right at the “coyote 
hole.” On this fatal day, they saw that the entrance had 
been disturbed, and going in, they found upon the 
ground, a money belt which had apparently just been 
cut open. Armed with this evidence of guilt, they con- 
fronted the suspected person and sternly accused him of 
having the gold in his possession. Singularly enough, he 
did not attempt a denial, but said that if they would not 
bring him to a trial, (which of course they promised) he 
would give it up immediately. He then informed them 
that they would find it beneath the blankets of his bunk, 

— as those queer shelves on which miners sleep, ranged 
one above another, somewhat like the berths of the ship, 
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are generally called. There, sure enough, were six hun- 
dred dollars of the missing money, and the unfortunate 
wretch declared that his partner had taken the remainder 
to the States. 

By this time the exciting news had spread all over the 
Bar. A meeting of the miners was immediately con- 
vened, the unhappy man taken into custody, a jury 
chosen, and a judge, lawyer, etc., appointed. Whether 
the men, who had just regained a portion of their miss- 
ing property, made any objections to the proceedings 
which followed, I know not; if they had done so, how- 
ever, it would have made no difference, as the people had 
taken the matter entirely out of their hands. 

At one o’clock, so rapidly was the trial conducted, the 
judge charged the jury, and gently insinuated that they 
could do no less than to bring in with their verdict of 
guilty, a sentence of death! Perhaps you know that when 
a trial is conducted without the majesty of the law, the jury 
are compelled to decide, not only upon the guilt of the 
prisoner, but the mode of his punishment also. After a few 
minutes’ absence, the twelve men who had consented to 
burden their souls with a responsibility so fearful, re- 
turned, and the foreman handed to the judge a paper, 
from which he read the will of the people , as follows: 
“That William Brown, convicted of stealing, etc., should, 
in one hour from that time, be hung by the neck until he 
was dead.” 

By the persuasions of some men more mildly disposed, 
they granted him a respite of three hours , to prepare for 
his sudden entrance into eternity. He employed the time 
in writing in his native language (he is a Swede) to 
some friends in Stockholm; God help them when that 
fatal post shall arrive; for no doubt he, also, although a 
criminal, was fondly garnered in many a loving heart. 
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He had exhibited during the trial, the utmost reckless- 
ness and nonchalance , had drank many times in the 
course of the day, and when the rope was placed about 
his neck, was evidently much intoxicated. All at once, 
however, he seemed startled into a consciousness of the 
awful reality of his position, and requested a few mo- 
ments for prayer. 

The execution was conducted by the jury, and was 
performed by throwing the cord, one end of which was 
attached to the neck of the prisoner, across the limb of a 
tree standing outside of the Rich Bar grave-yard; when 
all, who felt disposed to engage in so revolting a task, 
lifted the poor wretch from the ground, in the most awk- 
ward manner possible. The whole affair, indeed, was a 
piece of cruel butchery, though that was not intentional, 
but arose from the ignorance of those who made the prep- 
arations. In truth, life was only crushed out of him, by 
hauling the writhing body up and down several times in 
succession, by the rope which was wound round a large 
bough of his green-leafed gallows. Almost everybody was 
surprised at the severity of the sentence; and many, with 
their hands on the cord, did not believe even then, that it 
would be carried into effect, but thought that at the last 
moment, the jury would release the prisoner and substi- 
tute a milder punishment. 

It is said that the crowd generally, seemed to feel the 
solemnity of the occasion; but many of the drunkards, 
who form a large part of the community on these Bars, 
laughed and shouted, as if it were a spectacle got up for 
their particular amusement. A disgusting specimen of in- 
toxicated humanity, struck with one of those luminous 
ideas peculiar to his class, staggered up to the victim, 
who was praying at the moment, and crowding a dirty 
rag into his almost unconscious hand, in a voice broken 
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by a drunken hiccough, tearfully implored him to take 
his “hankercher,” and if he were innocent , (the man had 
not denied his guilt since first accused), to drop it as 
soon as he was drawn up into the air, but if guilty , not 
to let it fall on any account. 

The body of the criminal was allowed to hang for some 
hours after the execution. It had commenced storming in 
the earlier part of the evening; and when those, whose 
business it was to inter the remains, arrived at the spot, 
they found them enwrapped in a soft, white shroud of 
feathery snow-flakes, as if pitying Nature had tried to 
hide from the offended face of heaven, the cruel deed 
which her mountain children had committed. 

I have heard no one approve of this affair. It seems to 
have been carried on entirely by the more reckless part 
of the community. There is no doubt, however, that they 
seriously thought they were doing right, for many of 
them are kind and sensible men. They firmly believed 
that such an example was absolutely necessary for the 
protection of this community. Probably the recent case of 
“Little John,” rendered this last sentence more severe 
than it otherwise would have been. The “Squire,” of 
course, could do nothing (as in criminal cases the people 
utterly refuse to acknowledge his authority) but protest 
against the whole of the proceedings, which he did, in 
the usual legal manner. 

If William Brown had committed a murder, or had 
even attacked a man for his money, — if he had been a 
quarrelsome, fighting character, endangering lives in his 
excitement, it would have been a very different affair. 
But with the exception of the crime for which he per- 
ished, (he said it was his first, and there is no reason to 
doubt the truth of his assertion), he was a harmless, 
quiet, inoffensive person. 
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You must not confound this miner’s judgment with 
the doings of the noble Vigilance Committee of San Fran- 
cisco. They are almost totally different in their organiza- 
tion and manner of proceeding. The Vigilance Commit- 
tee had become absolutely necessary for the protection 
of society. It was composed of the best and wisest men 
in the city. They used their powers with a moderation 
unexampled in history, and they laid it down with a 
calm and quiet readiness which was absolutely sublime, 
when they found that legal justice had again resumed 
that course of stern, unflinching duty which should al- 
ways be its characteristic. They took ample time for a 
thorough investigation of all the circumstances relating 
to the criminals who fell into their hands; and in no 
case have they hung a man, who had not been proved 
beyond the shadow of a doubt, to have committed at 
least one robbery in which life had been endangered, if 
not absolutely taken. 

But by this time, dear M., you must be tired of the 
melancholy subject; and yet if I keep my promise of re- 
lating to you all that interests us in our new and strange 
life, I shall have to finish my letter with a catastrophe, in 
many respects more sad than that which I have just re- 
counted. 

At the commencement of our first storm, a hard work- 
ing, industrious laborer, who had accumulated about 
eight hundred dollars, concluded to return to the States. 
As the snow had been falling but a few hours, when he, 
with two acquaintances, started from Rich Bar, no one 
doubted that they would not reach Marysville in perfect 
safety. They went on foot themselves, taking with them 
one mule to carry their blankets. For some unexplained 
reason, they took an unfrequented route. When the ex- 
press man came in, he said that he met the two com- 
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panions of R. eight miles beyond Buck’s Rancho, which 
is the first house one finds after leaving Rich Bar, and is 
only fourteen miles distant from here. 

These men had camped at an uninhabited cabin called 
the “Frenchman’s,” where they had built a fire, and were 
making themselves both merry and comfortable. They 
informed the express man, that they had left their friend 
(?) three miles back, in a dying state. That the cold had 
been too much for him, and that no doubt he was already 
dead. They had brought away the money, and even the 
blankets of the expiring wretch! They said that if they 
had stopped with him, they would have been frozen 
themselves. But even if their story is true, they must be 
the most brutal of creatures, not to have made him as 
comfortable as possible, with all the blankets, and after 
they had built their fire and got warm, to have returned 
and ascertained if he were really dead. 

On hearing the express man’s report, several men who 
had been acquainted with the deceased, started out to try 
and discover his remains. They found his violin, broken 
into several pieces, but all traces of the poor fellow him- 
self had disappeared, probably forever. 

In the meanwhile, some travelers had carried the same 
news to Burke’s Rancho, when several of the residents 
of that place, followed the two men and overtook them to 
Bidwell’s Bar, where they had them arrested on suspi- 
cion of murder. They protested their innocence, of 
course, and one of them said that he would lead a party 
to the spot where they had left the dying man. On arriv- 
ing in the vicinity of the place, he at first stated that it 
was under one tree, then another, and another, and at 
last ended by declaring that it was utterly impossible for 
him to remember where they were camped at the time 
of R.’s death. 
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In this state of things nothing was to be done but to 
return to B.’s. When the excitement having somewhat 
subsided, they were allowed to proceed on their journey, 
the money — which they both swore R. had willed in his 
dying moments, to a near relation of one of these very 
men, — having been taken from them in order to be sent 
by express to the friends of the deceased in the States. 

Although they have been acquitted, many shake their 
heads doubtfully at the whole transaction. It seems very 
improbable, that a man, accustomed all his life to hard 
labor and exposure, even although slightly unwell, as it 
is said he was, at the time, should have sunk under the 
cold during a walk of less than twenty miles, amid a 
gentle fall of snow and rain, when, as it is well known, 
the air is comparatively mild. It is to be hoped, however, 
that the companions of R. were brutal rather than crimi- 
nal; though the desertion of a dying friend under such 
circumstances, even to the last unfeeling and selfish act, 
of removing from the expiring creature his blankets, is in 
truth almost as bad as actual murder. 

I hope in my next, that I shall have something more 
cheerful than the above chapter of horrors, to relate. In 
the meanwhile, adios, and think as kindly as you can of 
the dear California, even though her lustrous skies gaze 
upon such barbarous deeds. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ ELEVENTH LETTER 

Crime came but slowly and stealthily to the Sierra 
diggings. The miners of the first flush days were , in gen- 
eral , industrious men, and if a claim proved to be poor it 
was not too much trouble to move on to another spot and 
try again. With the coming of the gambling element and 
the less hardworking type of miner , however , conditions 
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changed , and at the same time the days of “easy money ' 
ended in most of tKe mining areas. Theft, hitherto, al- 
most unknown — even murder — called for action by the 
folk-moot, for the impotent mountain justices of the peace 
were obviously unprepared (and wholly unable ) to cope 
with these more weighty crimes. Though the rise of pop- 
ular justice was therefore probably inevitable, the rule of 
“ Judge Lynch was too often merely that of the mob — as 
Shirley so well points out. Royce (California, 1846-56) 
and Shinn (Mining Camps) have both discussed the in- 
evitability of these popular tribunals and of their tend- 
ency toward “ occasional fury and brutality It is a trib- 
ute to the political genius of the miners and to their 
Anglo-Saxon traditions that the young men who in large 
part made up the mining population in a few short years 
wrought order out of the chaos of this middle period of 
California s development. 

Compare Shirley’s description of the dead William 
Brown and Bret Harte's words in “The Outcasts of 
Poker Flat": “But all human stain, all trace of earthly 
travail , was hidden beneath the spotless mantle merci- 
fully flung from above. . . 

The Vigilance Committee of San Francisco which 
Shirley mentions was, of course , that of 1851, headed 
by Sam Brannan, and not the more celebrated Commit- 
tee of 1856, of which William T. Coleman was the 
leader. 



Letter Twelfth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
January 27, 1852 

I wish that it were possible, dear M., to give you an 
idea of the perfect Saturnalia, which has been held upon 
the river for the last three weeks, without at the same 
time causing you to think too severely of our good Moun- 
tains. In truth, it requires not only a large intellect, but a 
large heart, to judge with becoming charity of the pecul- 
iar temptations of riches. A more generous, hospitable, 
intelligent and industrious people, than the inhabitants 
of the half-dozen Bars — of which Rich Bar is the nu- 
cleus — never existed; for you know how proverbially 
wearing it is to the nerves of manhood, to be entirely 
without either occupation or amusement; and that has 
been pre-eminently the case during the present month. 

Imagine a company of enterprising and excitable young 
men, settled upon a sandy level, about as large as a 
poor widow’s potato patch, walled in by sky-kissing 
hills — absolutely compelled to remain, on account of the 
weather, which has vetoed indefinitely their Exodus — 
with no place to ride or drive, even if they had the neces- 
sary vehicles and quadrupeds, — with no newspapers nor 
politics to interest them, — deprived of all books but a 
few dog-eared novels of the poorest class, — • churches, 
lectures, lyceums, theaters and (most unkindest cut of 
all!) pretty girls, having become to these unhappy men 
mere myths, — without one of the thousand ways of 
passing time peculiar to civilization, — most of them liv- 
ing in damp, gloomy cabins, where Heaven’s dear light 
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can enter only by the door, — and T when you add to all 
these disagreeables the fact that, during the never-toJ>e- 
forgotten month, the most remorseless, persevering rain 
which ever set itself to work to drive humanity mad, has 
been pouring doggedly down, sweeping away bridges, 
lying in uncomfortable puddles about nearly all the habita- 
tions, wickedly insinuating itself beneath un-umbrella- 
protected shirt-collars, generously treating to a shower- 
bath and the rheumatism sleeping bipeds, who did not 
happen to have an India-rubber blanket, — and, to crown 
all, rendering mining utterly impossible, — you cannot 
wonder that even the most moral should have become 
somewhat reckless. 

The Saturnalia commenced on Christmas evening, at 
the Humboldt, which on that very day, had passed into 
the hands of new proprietors. The most gorgeous prepa- 
rations were made for celebrating the two events. The 
bar was re-trimmed with red calico, the bowling alley 
had a new lining of the coarsest and whitest cotton cloth, 
and the broken lamp-shades were replaced by whole ones. 
All day long, patient mules could be seen descending the 
hill, bending beneath casks of brandy and baskets of 
champagne, and, for the first time in the history of that 
celebrated building, the floor (wonderful to relate, it has 
a floor,) was washed , at a lavish expenditure of some 
fifty pails of water, the using up of one entire broom, and 
the melting away of sundry bars of the best yellow soap; 
after which, I am told that the enterprising and benevo- 
lent individuals, who had undertaken the Herculean 
task, succeeded in washing the boards through the hope- 
less load of dirt, which had accumulated upon them dur- 
ing the summer and autumn. All these interesting par- 
ticulars were communicated to me by “Ned,” when he 
brought up dinner. That distinguished individual himself 
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was in his element, and in a most intense state of per- 
spiration and excitement at the same time. 

About dark, we were startled by the loudest hurras, 
which arose at the sight of an army of India-rubber coats, 
( the rain was falling in riversful, ) each one enshrouding 
a Rich Barian, which was rapidly descending the hill. 
This troop was headed by the “General,” who — lucky 
man that he is — waved on high, instead of a banner, a 
live lantern, actually composed of tin and window-glass, 
and evidently intended by its maker to act in no capacity 
but that of a lantern! The “General” is the largest and 
tallest and — with one exception, I think — the oldest 
man upon the river. He is about fifty, I should fancy, and 
wears a snow-white beard of such immense dimensions, 
in both length and thickness, that any elderly Turk 
would expire with envy, at the mere sight of it. Don’t 
imagine that he is a reveler; by no means; the gay crowd 
followed him , for the same reason that the king followed 
Madame Blaize, “because he went before.” 

At nine o’clock in the evening, they had an oyster and 
champagne supper in the Humboldt, which was very gay 
with toasts, songs, speeches, etc. I believe that the com- 
pany danced all night; at any rate, they were dancing 
when I went to sleep, and they were dancing when I 
woke the next morning. The revel was kept up in this 
mad way for three days, growing wilder every hour. 
Some never slept at all during that time. On the fourth 
day, they got past dancing, and, lying in drunken heaps 
about the bar-room, commenced a most unearthly howl- 
ing; — some barked like dogs, some roared like bulls, and 
others hissed like serpents and geese. Many were too far 
gone to imitate anything but their own animalized selves. 
The scene, from the description I have had of it, must 
have been a complete illustration of the fable of Circe 
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and her fearful transformations. Some of these baccha- 
nals were among the most respectable and respected men 
upon the river. Many of them had resided here for more 
than a year, and had never been seen intoxicated before. 
It seemed as if they were seized with a reckless mania for 
pouring down liquor, which, as I said above, everything 
conspired to foster and increase. 

Of course, there were some who kept themselves aloof 
from these excesses; but they were few, and were not 
allowed to enjoy their sobriety in peace. The revelers 
formed themselves into a mock vigilance committee, and 
when one of these unfortunates appeared outside, a con- 
stable, followed by those who were able to keep their 
legs, brought him before the Court, where he was tried 
on some amusing charge, and invariably sentenced to 
“treat the crowd.” The prisoners had generally the good 
sense to submit cheerfully to their fate. 

Towards the latter part of the week, people were 
compelled to be a little more quiet from sheer exhaustion; 
but on New Year’s day, when there was a grand dinner 
at Rich Bar, the excitement broke out, if possible, worse 
than ever. The same scenes in a more or less aggravated 
form, in proportion as the strength of the actors held out, 
were repeated at Smith’s Bar and “The Junction.” 

Nearly every day, I was dreadfully frightened, by see- 
ing a boat-load of intoxicated men fall into the river, 
where nothing but the fact of their being intoxicated, 
saved many of them from drowning. One morning, about 
thirty dollars worth of bread, (it must have been “tipsy 
cake,”) which the baker was conveying to Smith’s Bar, 
fell overboard, and sailed merrily away towards Marys- 
ville. People passed the river in a boat, which was man- 
aged by a pulley and a rope, that was strained across it 
from Indian Bar to the opposite shore. 
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Of the many acquaintances, who had been in the habit 
of calling nearly every evening three, only, appeared in 
the cabin during as many weeks. Now, however, the 
Saturnalia is about over. “Ned 1 ’ and “Choch,” have 
nearly fiddled themselves into their respective graves, — 
the claret (a favorite wine with miners,) and oysters are 
exhausted, — brandied fruits are rarely seen, and even 
port wine is beginning to look scarce. Old callers occa- 
sionally drop in, looking dreadfully sheepish and sub- 
dued, and so sorry, — and people are evidently arousing 
themselves from the bacchanal madness, into which they 
were so suddenly and so strangely drawn. 

With the exception of my last, this is the most un- 
pleasant letter which I have ever felt it my duty to write 
to you. Perhaps you will wonder that I should touch 
upon such a disagreeable subject at all. But I am bound, 
Molly, by my promise, to give you a true picture (as 
much as in me lies,) of mining life and its peculiar temp- 
tations, “nothing extenuating nor setting down aught in 
malice.” But with all their failings, believe me, the 
miners, as a class, possess many truly admirable charac- 
teristics. 

I have had rather a stupid time during the storm. We 
had been in the habit of taking frequent rows upon the 
river in a funny little toppling canoe, carved out of a log. 
The bridge at one end of our boating ground and the 
rapids at the other, made quite a pretty lake. To be sure 
it was so small that we generally passed and repassed its 
beautiful surface at least thirty times in an hour. But we 
did not mind that , I can assure you. We were only too 
glad to be able to go onto the water at all. I used to re- 
turn, loaded down with the magnificent large leaves of 
some aquatic plant, which the gentle frosts had painted 
with the most gorgeous colors, lots of fragrant mint, and 
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a few wan, white flowers, which had lingered past their 
autumnal glory. The richest hot-house bouquet could 
never give me half the pleasure, which I took in arrang- 
ing in a pretty vase of purple and white, those gorgeous 
leaves. They made me think of Moorish Arabesques; so 
quaint and bizarre , and at the same time dazzlingly bril- 
liant were the varied tints. They were in their glory at 
evening; for like an oriental beauty, they lighted up splen- 
didly. Alas! where one little month ago, my pretty lake 
lay laughing up at the stars, a turbid torrent rushes 
noisily by; — the poor little canoe was swept away with 
the bridge, and splendid leaves hide their bright heads 
forever beneath the dark waters. 

But I am not entirely bereft of the beautiful. From my 
last walk, I brought home a tiny bit of out-doors , which 
through all the long, rainy months that are to come, will 
sing to me silently, yet eloquently, of the blue and gold 
of the vanished summer, and the crimson and purple of 
its autumn. It is a branch, gathered from that prettiest 
feature of mountain scenery, a moss-grown fir-tree. You 
will see them at every step, standing all lovely in this 
graceful robe. It is in color, a vivid pea-green, with little 
hard flowers, which look more like dots than anything 
else, and contrast beautifully with the deeper verdure of 
the fir. The branch, which I brought home, I have placed 
above my window. It is three feet in length and as large 
round as a person’s arm; and there it remains, a cornice 
wreathed with purple-starred tapestry, whose wondrous 
beauty no upholsterer can ever match. 

I have got the prettiest New Year’s present. You will 
never guess what it is, so I shall have to tell you. On the 
eve of the year, as the “General” was lifting a glass of 
water, which had just been brought from the river, to his 
lips, he was startled at the sight of a tiny fish. He imme- 
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diately put it into a glass jar and gave it to me. It is that 
most lovely of all the creatures of Thetis, a spotted trout, 
a little more than two inches in length. Its back of min- 
gled green and gold, is splashed with dots of the richest 
sable. A mark of a dark ruby color, in shape like an an- 
chor, crowns its elegant little head. Nothing can be pret- 
tier than the delicate wings of pale purple, with which its 
snowy belly is faintly penciled. Its jet black eyes, rimmed 
with silver, within a circlet of rare sea-blue, gleam like 
diamonds, and its whole graceful shape is gilded with a 
shimmering sheen, infinitely lovely. When I watch it 
from across the room, as it glides slowly round its crystal 
palace, it reminds me of a beam of many-colored light; 
but when it glides up and down in its gay playfulness, it 
gleams through the liquid atmosphere like a box of shin- 
ing silver. U A thing of beauty is a joy forever;” and, truly, 
I never weary watching the perfected loveliness of my 
graceful little captive. 

In the list of my deprivations, above written, I forgot 
to mention a fact, which I know will gain me the sym- 
pathy of all carniverously disposed people. It is, that we 
have had no fresh meat for nearly a month! Dark and 
ominous rumors are also floating through the moist air, 
to the effect that the potatoes and onions are about to 
give out! But don’t be alarmed, dear Molly. There is no 
danger of a famine. For have we not got wagon loads of 
hard, dark hams, whose indurated hearts nothing but the 
sharpest knife and the stoutest arm can penetrate? Have 
we not got quintals of dreadful mackerel, fearfully crys- 
talized in black salt? Have we not barrels upon barrels 
of rusty pork; and flour enough to victual a large army 
for the next two years? Yea, verily, have we; and more 
also. For we have oysters in cans, preserved meats and 
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sardines, (apropos, l detest them) hy the hundred box 
full. 

So hush the trembling of that tender little heart and 
shut those tearful and alarmed eyes, while I press a good- 
night kiss on their drooping lids. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEYS TWELFTH LETTER 

To coop up a large number of young and energetic 
men in a dark , damp , and gloomy gorge , with no chance 
for escape or amusement , but with plenty of “ardent 
spirits ,” was only to invite the type of saturnalia that 
Shirley so graphically describes. Royce remarked many 
years later that in the mines “the irresponsible freedom 11 
of youth was “sadly limited ,” and that the miners “had 
condemned themselves to one of the hardest and often 
bitterest of lives." But he was impressed by the fact that 
Shirley mentioned no fights , though the Christmas de- 
bauch was a clear sign of the “general demoralization' 1 
that set in with the coming of winter to the Sierra fast- 
nesses. 

It is of interest to compare Shirleys discussion of 
the collective orgy of the Christmas and New Year sea- 
sons along the Feather River with the many descriptions 
that have come down through the years of the revelry 
and general carousal at each annual “ rendezvous 11 of the 
trapper era's “mountain men 1 (1825-45) in the fast- 
nesses of the Rockies. The situations had much in com- 
mon-lonely men with money (or its equivalent ) and 
plenty of firewater , far from home or settled social en- 
vironment. 



Letter Thirteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
February 27, 1852 

You will find this missive, dear M., a journal, rather 
than a letter; for the few insignificant events, which have 
taken place since I last wrote to you, will require but 
three lines apiece for their recital. But stop; when I 
say insignificant, I forget one all-important misfortune, 
which, for our sins I suppose, has befallen us, in the sud- 
den departure of our sable Paganini. 

Yes; Vatel Ned to the valley hath gone, 

In a Marysville kitchen you’ll find him; 

Two rusty pistols he girded on, 

And his violin hung behind him. 

His fiddle is heard no more on all the Bar, and silence 
reigns through the calico halls of the Humboldt. His 
bland smile and his dainty plats, his inimitably choice 
language and his pet tambourine, his woolly corkscrew 
and his really beautiful music, have I fear vanished for- 
ever from the mountains. 

Just before he left, he found a birth-day, which be- 
longed to himself; and was observed all the morning 
thereof, standing about in spots, a perfect picture of per- 
plexity painted in burnt umber. Inquiry being made by 
sympathizing friends as to the cause of his distress, he 
answered, “that having no fresh meat, he could not pre- 
pare a dinner for the log-cabin, worthy of the occasion!” 

But no circumstance can put a man of genius entirely 
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hors du combat. Confine him in a^dungeon, banish him 
to an uninhabited island) place him solitary and alone in 
a boundless desert, deprive him of all but life, and he 
will still achieve wonders. With the iron hams, the pis- 
catory phenomena referred to in my last, and a can of 
really excellent oysters, Ned’s birth-day dinner was a 
chef d' oeuvre. He accompanied it with a present of a 
bottle of very good Champagne, requesting us to drink it 
(which we did , not having the fear of temperance socie- 
ties, or Maine law liquor bills before our eyes,) in honor 
of his having dropped another year into the returnless 
past. 

There has been a great excitement here, on account of 
the fancied discovery of valuable quartz mines, in the 
vicinity of the American Rancho, which is situated about 
twenty miles from this place. Half the people upon the 
river went out there, for the purpose of “prospecting” 
and “staking claims.” The quartz apparently paid ad- 
mirably; several companies were speedily formed, and 
men sent to Hamilton, the county seat, to record the var- 
ious claims. F. himself went out there, and remained 
several days. Now, however, the whole excitement has 
turned out to be a complete humbug. The quicksilver 
which was procured at the Rancho, for the testing of the 
quartz, the victims declare was “salted,” and they accuse 
the Rancheros of conniving at the fraud, for the purpose 
of making money out of those who were compelled to 
lodge and board with them while “prospecting.” The ac- 
cused affirm, that if there was any deception (which, 
however, is beyond the shadow of a doubt) they, also, 
were deceived; and as they appear like honest men 
enough, I am inclined to believe them. 

Just now, there is a new quartz mine excitement. A 
man has engaged to lead a company to the golden and 
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crystallized spot. Probably this, also, will prove like the 
other, a mere yellow bubble. But even if as rich as he 
says, it will be of little value at present, on account of 
the want of suitable machinery; that, now in use, being 
so expensive, and wasting so much of the precious metal, 
that it leaves the miner but little profit. It is thought, 
however, by men of judgment, that in a few years, when 
the proper way of working them to advantage has been 
discovered, the quartz mines will be more profitable than 
any others in California. 

A few days ago, we had another specimen of illegal, 
but in this case, at least, extremely equitable justice. Five 
men left the river without paying their debts. A meeting 
of the miners was convened, and “Yank,” who possesses 
an iron frame, the perseverance of a bulldog, and a con- 
stitution which never knew fatigue, was appointed, with 
another person, to go in search of the culprits, and bring 
them back to Indian Bar. He found them a few miles 
from this place, and returned with them in triumph and 
alone — his friend having been compelled to remain be- 
hind, on account of excessive fatigue. The self-consti- 
tuted court, after a fair trial, obliged the five men to 
settle all liabilities before they again left the river. 

Last week, the Frenchmen on the river celebrated the 
revolution of Feb. 1848. What kind of a time they had 
during the day I know not; but in the evening ( apropos , 
part of them reside at Missouri Bar) they formed a torch- 
light procession, and marched to Rich Bar, which, by the 
way, takes airs upon itself, and considers itself as a 
Town. They made quite a picturesque appearance as 
they wound up the hill, each one carrying a tiny pine 
tree, the top of which was encircled with a diadem of 
flame, beautifully lighting up the darker verdure beneath, 
and gleaming like a spectral crown through the moonless, 
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misty evening. We could not help laughing at their 
watchwords. They ran in this wise; “Shorge Washing- 
tone, James K. Polk, Napoleon Bonaparte! Liberte, Ega- 
lite, Fraternite! Andrew Jacksone, President Filmore 
and Lafayette! 11 1 give them to you, word for word, as I 
took them down at the time. 

Since the bridges have been swept away, I have been 
to Rich Bar but once. It is necessary to go over the hill 
now, and the walk is a very wearisome one. It is much 
more pleasant to live on the hills, than on the Bar, and 
during our walk we passed two or three cosy little cabins, 
nestling in broad patches of sunlight, and surrounded 
with ample space for a promenade, which made me quite 
envious. Unfortunately, F.’s profession renders it desira- 
ble that he should reside where the largest number of 
people congregate, and then the ascent to the habitable 
portion of the hill is as steep as any part of that leading 
into Rich Bar, and it would be impossible for him to 
walk up and down it several times a day, a task which 
he would be compelled to perform if we resided there. 
For that reason I make myself as happy as possible 
where I am. 

I have been invited to dine at the best built log cabin 
on the river. It is situated on the hill of which I have 
just been writing, and is owned by five or six intelligent, 
hard-working, sturdy young men. Of course, it has no 
floor, but it boasts a perfect marvel of a fireplace. They 
never pretend to split the wood for it, but merely fall a 
giant fir tree, strip it of its branches, and cut it into pieces 
the length of the aforesaid wonder. This cabin is lighted 
in a manner truly ingenious. Three feet in length of a 
log on one side of the room is removed and glass jars 
inserted in its place; the space around the necks of said 
jars being filled in with clay. This novel idea is really an 
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excellent substitute for window glass. You will, perhaps, 
wonder where they procure enough of the material for 
such a purpose. They are brought here in enormous quan- 
tities containing brandied fruits; for there is no possible 
luxury connected with drinking, which is procurable in 
California, that cannot be found in the mines; and the 
very men, who fancy it a piece of wicked extravagance 
to buy bread, because they can save a few dimes by 
making it themselves, are often those who think nothing 
of spending from fifteen to twenty dollars a night in the 
bar-rooms. There is at this moment, a perfect Pelion 
upon Ossa-like pile of beautiful glass jars, porter, ale, 
Champagne and claret bottles lying in front of my win- 
dow. The latter are a very convenient article for the 
manufacture of the most enchantingly primitive lanterns. 
Any one in want of a utensil of this kind has but to step 
to his cabin door, take up a claret or Champagne bottle, 
knock off the bottom, and dropping into the neck thereof, 
through the opening thus made, a candle, to have a most 
excellent lantern. And the beauty of it is, that every time 
you wish to use such a thing, you can have a new one. 

But to return to my description of the cabin. It con- 
sists of one very large room, in the back part of which 
are neatly stored several hundred sacks of flour, a large 
quantity of potatoes, sundry kegs of butter, and plenty 
of hams and mackerel. The furniture consists of sub- 
stantial wooden stools, and in these I observed that our 
friends followed the fashion — no two of them being 
made alike. Some stood proudly forth in all the grandeur 
of four legs, others affected the classic grace of the an- 
cient tripod, while a few, shrank bashfully into corners 
on one stubbed stump. Some round, some square, and 
some triangular in form; several were so high that when 
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enthroned upon them, the ends of,ipy toes just touched 
the ground, and others were so low, that on rising I car- 
ried away a large portion of the soil upon my unfortu- 
nate skirts. Their bunks, as they call them, were ar- 
ranged in two rows along one side of the cabin, each 
neatly covered with a dark blue or red blanket. A hand- 
some oil cloth was spread upon the table, and the serv- 
ice consisted of tin plates, a pretty set of stone China 
cups and saucers, and some good knives and forks, which 
looked almost as bright as if they had just come from the 
cutlers. For dinner, we had boiled beef and ham, broiled 
mackerel, potatoes, splendid new bread, made by one of 
the gentlemen of the house, coffee, milk, (Mr. B. has 
bought a cow, and now and then we get a wee-drop of 
milk, ) and the most delicious Indian meal parched that 
I ever tasted. I have been very particular in describing 
this cabin, for it is the best built, and by far the best ap- 
pointed one upon the river. 

I have said nothing about candlesticks as yet, I must 
confess that in them, the spice of life is carried almost 
too far. One gets satiated with their wonderful variety. 
I will mention but two or three of these make-shifts. Bot- 
tles, without the bottoms knocked off, are general favor- 
ites. Many, however, exhibit an insane admiration for 
match boxes, which, considering that they will keep fall- 
ing all the time, and leaving the entire house in darkness, 
and scattering spermaceti in every direction, is rather an 
inconvenient taste. Some fancy blocks of wood, with an 
ornamental balustrade of three nails, and I have seen 
praiseworthy candles making desperate efforts to stand 
straight in tumblers! Many of our friends, with a beau- 
tiful and sublime faith in spermaceti and good luck, 
eschew everything of the kind, and you will often find 
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their tables picturesquely covered with splashes of the 
former article, elegantly ornamented with little strips of 
black wick. 

The sad forbodings mentioned in a former letter have 
come to pass. For some weeks, with the exceptions of 
two or three families, every one upon the river has been 
out of butter, onions and potatoes. Our kind friends upon 
the hill, who have a little remaining, sent me a few 
pounds of the former the other day. Ham, mackerel and 
bread, with occasionally a treat of the precious butter, 
has been literally our only food for a long time. The 
Rancheros have not driven in any beef for several weeks; 
and although it is so pleasant on the Bars, the cold on 
the mountains still continues so intense that the trail re- 
mained impassable to mules. 

The weather here, for the past five weeks, has been 
like the Indian summer at home. Nearly every day I take 
a walk up on to the hill back of our cabin; nobody lives 
there, it is so very steep. I have a cosy little seat in the 
fragrant bosom of some evergreen shrubs where often I 
remain for hours. It is almost like death to mount to my 
favorite spot, the path is so steep and stony, but it is 
new life when I arrive there, to sit in the shadow of the 
pines, and listen to the plaintive wail of the wind as it 
surges through their musical leaves, and to gaze down 
upon the tented Bar lying in somber gloom, — for as yet 
the sun does not shine upon it, — and the foam-flaked 
river, and around at the awful mountain, splashed here 
and there with broad patches of snow, or reverently up- 
ward into the stainless blue of our unmatchable sky. 

This letter is much longer than I thought it would be 
when I commenced it, and I believe that I have been as 
minutely particular as ever you can desire. I have men- 
tioned everything that has happened since I last wrote. 
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O! I was very near forgetting a present of two ring doves, 
(alas! they had been shot) and a blue jay which I re- 
ceived yesterday. We had them roasted for dinner last 
evening. The former were very beautiful, approaching 
in hue more nearly to a French gray, than what is gen- 
erally called a dun color, with a perfect ring of ivory 
encircling each pretty neck. The blue jay was exactly 
like its namesake in the States. 

Good-bye, my dear M., and remember, that the same 
sky, though not quite so beautiful a portion of it, which 
smiles upon me in sunny California, bends lovingly over 
you in cold, dreary, but in spite of its harsh airs, beloved 
New England. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ THIRTEENTH LETTER 

From the very first the miners of California searched 
diligently for the source of the nuggets and gold dust 
that they found lying in the Sierra streambeds. They had 
a vague notion that the metal was often found in quartz , 
and the thought of a vast matrix — a '’’’mother lode " — 
glistening with bits of solid gold , was irresistible. Every 
rumor of quartz discoveries was followed by a rush, 
though , as in the case mentioned by Shirley , the seekers 
were usually disappointed. Greenwood’s Ranch, near 
the American Rancho , where the town of Quincy now 
stands , was the site of this particular fiasco. The village 
of Hamilton, on the lower Feather River below Oroville, 
was in 1852 the county seat of Butte County (in which 
Rich and Indian bars were then located ), but had only 
a brief career. The settlement is said to have been named 
for William Stephen Hamilton , son of Alexander Hamil- 
ton, who mined on the Trinity River and in 1850 died of 
cholera in Sacramento. French miners were numerous in 
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the California diggings. Many were former members of 
the Garde Republicaine and veterans of the uprising that 
overthrew Louis Philippe on February 24, 1848. Hard 
times at home brought many of these hardy and adven- 
turous young men to the new El Dorado. 



Letter Fourteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
March 15, 1852 

This fifteenth day of March, has risen upon us with 
all the primeval splendor of the birth-morn of creation. 
The lovely river — having resumed its crimson border, 
(the so-long idle miners being again busily at work,) 
glides by, laughing gaily, leaping and clapping its glad 
waves joyfully in the golden sunlight. The feathery fringe 
of the fir-trees glitters, like emerald, in the luster bathing 
air. A hundred tiny rivulets flash down from the brow of 
the mountains, as if some mighty Titan, standing on the 
other side, had flung athwart their greenness, a chaplet 
of radiant pearls. Of the large quantities of snow which 
have fallen within the past fortnight, a few patches of 
shining whiteness, high up among the hills, alone re- 
main; while, to finish the picture, the lustrous heaven of 
California, looking “further off” than ever, through the 
wonderfully transparent atmosphere, and for that very 
reason, infinitely more beautiful, bends over all the 
matchless blue of its resplendent arch. Ah! the heaven of 
the Golden Land. To you, living beneath the murky 
skies of New England, how unimaginably lovely it is ! A 
small poetess has said that u She could not love a scene, 
where the blue sky was always blue.” I think that it is 
not so with me; I am sure that I never weary of the suc- 
cession of rainless months, and the azure dome, day after 
day so mistless, which bends above this favored country. 

Between each stroke of the pen, I stop to glance at 
that splendor, whose sameness never fails; but now, a 
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flock of ringdoves break for a moment, with dots of pur- 
ple, its monotonous beauty; and the carol of a tiny bird, 
(the first of the season,) though I cannot see the darling, 
fills the joyful air with its matin song. 

All along the side of the hill, rising behind the Bar, 
and on the latter also, glance spots of azure and crimson, 
in the forms of blue and red-shirted miners, bending 
steadily over pick-axe and shovel; reminding one invol- 
untarily of the muck-gatherer in “Pilgrim’s Progress.” 
But, no, that is an unjust association of ideas; for many 
of these men are toiling thus wearily for laughing-lipped 
children, calm-browed wives, or saintly mothers, gather- 
ing around the household hearth, in some far-away coun- 
try. Even among the few now remaining on the river, 
there are wanderers from the whole broad earth; and, O! 
what a world of poetic recollection is suggested by their 
living presence! From happiest homes, and such luxuri- 
ant lands, has the golden magnet drawn its victims. From 
those palm-girdled isles of the Pacific, which Melville’s 
gifted pen has consecrated to such beautiful romance; 
from Indies, blazing through the dim past with funeral 
pyres, upon whose perfumed flame, ascended to God, the 
chaste souls of her devoted wives; from the grand old 
woods of classic Greece, haunted by nymph and satyr, 
naiad and grace, grape-crowned Bacchus and beauty- 
zoned Venus; from the polished heart of artificial Eu- 
rope, from the breezy backwoods of young America, 
from the tropical languor of Asian Savannah; from every 
spot shining through the rosy light of beloved old fables, 
or consecrated by lofty deeds of heroism or devotion, or 
shrined in our heart of hearts, as the sacred home of some 
great or gifted one, they gather to the golden harvest. 

You will hear in the same day, almost at the same 
time, the lofty melody of the Spanish language, the pi- 
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quant polish of the French, (whicb,„though not a musi- 
cal tongue, is the most useful of them all,) the silver, 
changing clearness of the Italian, the harsh gangle of the 
German, the hissing precision of the English, the liquid 
sweetness of the Kanaka, and the sleep-inspiring lan- 
guor of the East Indian. To complete the catalogue, there 
is the native Indian, with his guttural vocabulary of 
twenty words! When I hear these sounds so strangely 
different, and look at the speakers, I fancy them a living 
polyglot of the languages, a perambulating picture gal- 
lery, illustrative of national variety in form and feature. 

By the way, speaking of languages, nothing is more 
amusing, than to observe the different styles, in which 
the generality of the Americans talk at the unfortunate 
Spaniard. In the first place, many of them really believe, 
that when they have learned sabe and vomos, (two 
words which they seldom use in the right place,) poco 
tiempo , si, and bueno , (the last they will persist in pro- 
nouncing whayno,) they have the whole of the glorious 
Castilian at their tongue’s end. Some, however, eschew 
the above words entirely, and innocently fancy, that 
by splitting the tympanum of an unhappy foreigner, in 
screaming forth their sentences in good solid English, 
they can be surely understood; others, at the imminent 
risk of dislocating their own limbs and the jaws of their 
listeners, by the laughs which their efforts elicit, make 
the most excruciatingly grotesque gestures, and think 
that that is speaking Spanish. The majority, however, 
place a most beautiful and touching faith in broken Eng- 
lish, and when they murder it, with the few words of 
Castilian quoted above, are firmly convinced, that it is 
nothing but their 1 ugly dispositions” which makes the 
Spaniards pretend not to understand them. 

One of those dear, stupid Yankees, who will, now and 
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then, venture out of sight of the smoke of their own 
chimneys, as far as California, was relating his experi- 
ence in this particular the other day. It seems that he had 
lost a horse somewhere among the hills, and during his 
search for it, met a gentlemanly Chileno, who, with na- 
tional suavity, made the most desperate efforts to under- 
stand the questions put to him. Of course, Chileno was 
so stupid that he did not succeed, for it is not possible 
that one of the “Great American People 11 could fail to 
express himself clearly, even in Hebrew, if he takes it 
into his cute head, to speak that ancient, but highly re- 
spectable, language. Our Yankee friend, however, would 
not allow the poor fellow even the excuse of stupidity, 
but declared that he only “played possum from sheer 
ugliness." “Why, 11 he added, in relating the circum- 
stance, “the cross, old rascal pretended not to understand 
his own language, though I said as plainly as possible, 
i Sehor, sabe mi horso vamos poco tempo?' 1 which, per- 
haps, you don’t know, 11 he proceeded to say, (in a benev- 
olent desire to enlighten our ignorance and teach us a 
little Castilian,) “means, ‘Sir, I have lost my horse, have 
you seen it? 1 11 1 am ashamed to acknowledge, that we 
did not know the above written Anglo-Spanish sentence 
to mean that! The honest fellow concluded his story by 
declaring, (and it is a common remark with uneducated 
Americans) with a most self-glorifying air of pity for the 
poor Spaniards, “They ain’t kinder like eour folks,” — 
or, as that universal Aunt Somebody used so expres- 
sively to observe, “Somehow, they ain’t folksy /” 

The mistakes made on the other side, are often quite 
as amusing. Dr. Canas related to us a laughable anec- 
dote of a countryman of his, with whom he happened to 
camp, on his first arrival in San Francisco. None of the 
party could speak a word of English, and the person re- 
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ferred to, as ignorant as the rest, ^went out to purchase 
bread, which he procured, by laying down some money, 
and pointing to a loaf of that necessary edible. He proba- 
bly heard a person use the words u some bread,” for he 
rushed home, Canas said, in a perfect burst of newly 
acquired wisdom, and informed his friends that he had 
found out the English for pan, and that when they 
wished any of that article, they need but enter a bake- 
shop, and utter the word sombrero , in order to obtain it! 
His hearers were delighted to know that much of the in- 
fernal lengua , greatly marveling, however, that the same 
word which meant hat , in Castilian, should mean bread 
in English. The Spaniards have a saying, to the follow- 
ing effect, “Children speak in Italian, ladies speak in 
French, God speaks in Spanish, and the Devil speaks in 
English.” 

I commenced this letter with the intention of telling 
you about the weary, weary storm, which has not only 
thrown a damp over our spirits, but has saturated them, 
as it has everything else, with a deluge of moisture. The 
Storm King commenced his reign (or rain) on the 
twenty-eighth of February, and proved himself a perfect 
Proteus during his residence with us. For one entire 
week, he descended daily and nightly without an hour’s 
cessation, in a forty Niagara power of water; and just as 
we were getting reconciled to this wet state of affairs, 
and were thinking seriously of learning to swim, one 
gloomy evening when we least expected such a change, 
he stole softly down, and garlanded us in a wreath of 
shining snow-flakes, and lo ! the next morning you would 
have thought that some great white bird had shed its glit- 
tering feathers all over rock, tree, hill and bar; he finished 
his vagaries by loosening, rattling and crashing upon this 
devoted spot, a small skyful of hailstones, which, aided 
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by a terrific wind, waged terrible warfare against the frail 
tents, and the calico-shirt huts, and made even the shin- 
gles on the roofs of the log-cabins tremble amid their 
nails. 

The river, usually so bland and smiling, looked really 
terrific. It rose to an unexampled height, and tore along 
its way, a perfect mass of dark-foamed, turbid waves. At 
one time we had serious fears that the water would cover 
the whole bar, for it approached within two or three feet 
of the Humboldt. A sawmill, which had been built at a 
great expense by two gentlemen of Rich Bar, in order to 
be ready for the sawing of lumber, for the extensive flum- 
ing operations which are in contemplation this season, 
was entirely swept away, — nearly ruining, (it is said,) 
the owner. I heard a great shout early one morning, and 
running to the window, had the sorrow to see wheels, 
planks, etc., sailing merrily down the river. All along 
the banks of the stream, men were trying to save the 
more valuable portions of the mill, but the torrent was 
so furious that it was utterly impossible to rescue a plank. 
How the haughty river seemed to laugh to scorn the 
feeble efforts of man! How its mad waves tossed in wild 
derision, the costly workmanship of his skilful hands! 
But know, proud Rio de las Plumas, that these very 
men, whose futile efforts you fancy that you have for 
once so gloriously defeated, will gather from beneath 
your lowest depths the beautiful ore, which you thought 
you had hidden forever and forever, beneath your azure 
beauty! 

It is certainly most amusing, to hear of the different 
plans which the poor miners invented to pass the time 
during the trying season of rains. Of course, poker and 
euchre, whist and nine-pins, to say nothing of monte and 
faro, are now in constant requisition. But as a person 
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would starve to deafh on toujour#' des perdrix, so a man 
cannot always be playing cards. Some literary bipeds, I 
have been told, reduced to the last degree of intellectual 
destitution, in a beautiful spirit of self-martyrdom, betook 
themselves to blue blankets, bunks and Ned Buntline’s 
novels. And one day an unhappy youth went pen-mad, 
and in a melancholy fit of authorship wrote a thrill- 
ing account of our dreadful situation, which, directed to 
the editor of a Marysville paper, was sealed up in a keg 
and set adrift, and is at this moment, no doubt, stranded, 
high and dry, in the streets of Sacramento, for it is gen- 
erally believed, that the cities of the plain have been 
under water during the storm. The chief amusement, 
however, has been the raffling of gold rings. There is a 
silversmith here, who, like the rest of the miserable in- 
habitants, having nothing to do, discovered that he could 
make gold rings. Of course every person must have a 
specimen of his workmanship, and the next thing was to 
raffle it off. The winner generally repeating the opera- 
tion. Nothing was done or talked of for some days, but 
this important business. 

I have one of these rings, which is really very beauti- 
fully finished, and, although, perhaps at home, it would 
look vulgar, there is a sort of massive and barbaric gran- 
deur about it, which seems well-suited to our wild life 
of the hills. I shall send you one of these, which will be 
to you a curiosity, and will doubtless look strangely 
enough amid the graceful and airy politeness of French 
jewelry. But I think that it will be interesting to you, as 
having been manufactured in the mines, by an inexperi- 
enced workman, and without the necessary tools. If it 
is too hideous to be worn upon your slender little finger, 
you can have it engraved for a seal, and attach it as a 
charm to your watch chain. 
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Last evening, Mr. C. showed us a specimen ring 
which he had just finished. It is the handsomest natural 
specimen that I ever saw. Pure gold is generally dull in 
hue, but this is of a most beautiful shade of yellow, and 
extremely brilliant. It is, in shape and size, exactly like 
the flower of the jonquil. In the center, is inserted, with 
all the nice finish of art, (or rather of Nature, for it is 
her work) a polished piece of quartz, of the purest shade 
of pink; and between each radiant petal is set a tiny crys- 
tal of colorless quartz, every one of which flashes like a 
real diamond. It is known beyond doubt, to be a real 
live specimen, as many saw it when it was first taken 
from the earth, and the owner has carried it carelessly in 
his pocket for months. We would gladly have given fifty 
dollars for it, though its nominal value is only about an 
ounce, but it is already promised, as a present, to a gen- 
tleman in Marysville. Although rather a clumsy ring, it 
would make a most unique broach, and, indeed, is al- 
most the only piece of unmanufactured ore, which I have 
ever seen, that I would be willing to wear. I have a 
piece of gold, which, without any alteration, except, of 
course engraving, will make a beautiful seal. It is in the 
shape of an eagle’s head, and is wonderfully perfect. It 
was picked up from the surface of the ground, by a gen- 
tleman, on his first arrival here, and he said that he 
would give it to the next lady to whom he should be in- 
troduced. He carried it in his purse for more than a 
year, when, in obedience to the promise made when he 
found it, it became the property of your humble servant, 
Shirley. 

The other day a hole caved in, burying up to the neck, 
two unfortunates, who were in it at the time. Luckily, 
they were but slightly injured. 

T. is at present attending a man at the junction, who 
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was stabbed very severely, in the back during a drunken 
frolic. The people have not taken the slightest notice of 
this affair, although for some days the life of the wounded 
man was despaired of. The perpetrator of the deed had 
not the slightest provocation from his unfortunate victim. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S FOURTEENTH LETTER 

Apparently the long rainy spell had its effect on 
Shirley , as well as on the miners of the Feather Gorge, 
for the first part of this fourteenth letter from the diggings 
bears evidence of having been worked over and embroi- 
dered — not unpleasantly , withal — by one having time 
hanging on her hands — in a manner reminiscent of 
those earlier letters to the Marysville Herald. Fortu- 
nately, the fact that Shirley's letters from the mines were 
actually written without thought of publication saved 
them from the wordy decor she seems ordinarily to have 
deemed appropriate for her printed literary efforts, and 
the copies used by Ewer in setting the letters in type for 
the Pioneer were happily in their original state, a fact 
that led Charles Warren Stoddard many years later to 
advise an editor friend to go straight to the Pioneer for 
their text, and to caution him against allowing their au- 
thor to “ retouch " their text, should the publication of all 
or portions of them be proposed. 



Letter Fifteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
April io, 1852 

I have been haunted all day, my dear M., with an in- 
tense ambition to write you a letter, which shall be 
dreadfully commonplace and severely utilitarian in its 
style and contents. Not but that my epistles are always 
commonplace enough, ( spirits of Montagu and Sevigne, 
forgive me ! ) but hitherto I have not really tried to make 
them so. Now, however, I intend to be stupidly prosy, 
with malice aforethought, and without one mitigating 
circumstance, except, perchance, it be the temptations of 
that above-mentioned ambitious little devil to palliate my 
crime. 

You would certainly wonder, were you seated where 
I now am, how any one with a quarter of a soul, could 
manufacture herself into a bore, amid such surround- 
ings as these. The air is as balmy as that of a mid- 
summer’s day in the sunniest valleys of New England. 
It is four o’clock in the evening, and I am sitting on a 
segar-box outside of our cabin. From this spot not a per- 
son is to be seen, except a man who is building a new 
wing to the “Humboldt.” Not a human sound, but a 
slight noise made by the aforesaid individual, in tacking 
on a roof of blue drilling to the room which he is finish- 
ing, disturbs the stillness which fills this purest air. I 
confess that it is difficult to fix my eyes upon the dull 
paper, and my fingers upon the duller pen with which I 
am soiling it. Almost every other minute, I find myself 
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stopping to listen to die ceaseless jiyer-psalm, or to gaze 
up into the wondrous depths of the California Heaven; 
to watch the graceful movements of the pretty brown 
lizards, Jerking up their impudent little heads above a 
moss-wrought log which lies before me, or to mark the 
dancing water-shadow on the canvas door of the bake- 
shop opposite; to follow with childish eyes the flight of 
a golden butterfly, curious to know if it will crown, with 
a capital of winged beauty, that column of Nature’s carv- 
ing, the pine stump rising at my feet, or whether it will 
flutter down (for it is dallying coquettishly around them 
both,) upon that slate-rock beyond, shining so darkly 
lustrous through a flood of yellow sunlight; or I lazily 
turn my head, wondering if I know the blue or red- 
shirted miner who is descending the precipitous hill be- 
hind me. In sooth, Molly, it is easy to be commonplace 
at all times, but I confess that, Just at present, I find it 
difficult to be utilitary; the saucy lizards — the great, 
orange-dotted butterflies — the still, solemn cedars — - the 
sailing smoke-wreath and the vaulted splendor above, are 
wooing me so winningly to higher things. 

But, as I said before, I have an ambition that way, and 
I will succeed. You are such a good-natured little thing, 
dear, that I know you will meekly allow yourself to be 
victimized into reading the profound and prosy remarks 
which I shall make, in my efforts to initiate you into the 
mining polity of this place. Now you may rest assured 
that I shall assert nothing upon the subject which is not 
perfectly correct; for have I not earned a character for 
inquisitiveness, (and you know that does not happen to 
be one of my failings,) which I fear will cling to me 
through life, by my persevering questions to all the un- 
happy miners from whom I thought I could gain any in- 
formation. Did I not martyrize myself into a human 
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mule, by descending to the bottom of a dreadful pit, (suf- 
fering mortal terror all the time, lest it should cave in 
upon me,) actuated by a virtuous desire to see with my 
own two eyes the process of underground mining, thus 
enabling myself to be stupidly correct in all my state- 
ments thereupon? Did I not ruin a pair of silk velvet slip- 
pers, lame my ankles for a week, and draw a “browner 
horror” over my already sun-burnt face, in a wearisome 
walk miles away, to the head of the “ditch,” as they call 
the prettiest little rivulet (though the work of men) — 
that I ever saw; yea, verily, this have I done for the ex- 
press edification of yourself, and the rest of your curious 
tribe, to be rewarded, probably, by the impertinent re- 
mark, — “What does that little goose, 'Dame Shirley, 1 
think that I care about such things?” But madam, in 
spite of your sneer, I shall proceed in my allotted task. 

In the first place, then, as to the discovery of gold. In 
California, at least, it must be confessed, that in this par- 
ticular, science appears to be completely at fault; — or, 
as an intelligent and well-educated miner remarked to us 
the other day, “I maintain that science is the blindest 
guide that one could have on a gold-finding expedition. 
Those men, who judge by the appearance of the soil, and 
depend upon geological calculations, are invariably dis- 
appointed, while the ignorant adventurer, who digs just 
for the sake of digging, is almost sure to be successful.” 
I suppose that the above observation is quite correct, as 
all whom we have questioned upon the subject repeat, 
in substance, the same thing. Wherever Geology has said 
that gold must be, there, perversely enough, it lies not; 
and wherever her ladyship has declared that it could not 
be, there has it oftenest garnered up in miraculous profu- 
sion the yellow splendor of its virgin beauty. It is cer- 
tainly very painful to a well-regulated mind to see the 
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irreverent contempt, shown by jhis beautiful mineral, to 
the dictates of science; but what better can one expect 
from the “root of all evil ? 11 As well as can be ascertained, 
the most lucky of the mining Columbuses, have been ig- 
norant sailors; and foreigners, I fancy, are more success- 
ful than Americans. 

Our countrymen are the most discontented of mortals. 
They are always longing for “big strikes . 11 If a “claim 11 is 
paying them a steady income, by which, if they pleased, 
they could lay up more in a month, than they could ac- 
cumulate in a year at home, still, they are dissatisfied, 
and, in most cases, will wander off in search of better 
“diggings . 11 There are hundreds now pursuing this fool- 
ish course, who, if they had stopped where they first 
“camped , 11 would now have been rich men. Sometimes, 
a company of these wanderers will find itself upon a bar, 
where a few pieces of the precious metal lie scattered 
upon the surface of the ground; of course they immedi- 
ately “prospect 11 it, which is accomplished, by “panning 
out 11 a few basinsful of the soil. If it “pays , 11 they “claim 11 
the spot, and build their shanties; the news spreads that 
wonderful “diggings 11 have been discovered at such a 
place, — the monte-dealers, those worse than fiends, 
rush vulture-like upon the scene and erect a round tent, 
where, in gambling, drinking, swearing and fighting, the 
many reproduce Pandemonium in' more than its original 
horror, while a few honestly and industriously com- 
mence digging for gold, and lo! as if a fairy’s wand had 
been waved above the bar, a full-grown mining town 
hath sprung into existence. 

But first, let me explain to you the “claiming 11 system. 
As there are no State laws upon the subject, each mining 
community is permitted to make its own. Here, they have 
decided that no man may “claim 11 an area of more than 
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forty feet square. This he “stakes off 1 and puts a notice 
upon it, to the effect that he “holds ’ 1 it for mining pur- 
poses. If he does not choose to “work it 11 immediately, 
he is obliged to renew the notice every ten days; for with- 
out this precaution, any other person has a right to “jump 
it , 11 that is, to take it from him. There are many ways of 
evading the above law. For instance, an individual can 
“hold 11 as many “claims 11 as he pleases, if he keeps a man 
at work in each, for this workman represents the original 
owner. I am told, however, that the laborer, himself, can 
“jump 11 the “claim 11 of the very man who employs him, 
if he pleases so to do. This is seldom, if ever, done; the 
person who is willing to be hired, generally prefers to 
receive the six dollars per diem , of which he is sure in 
any case, to running the risk of a “claim 11 not proving 
valuable. After all, the “holding of claims 11 by proxy is 
considered rather as a carrying out of the spirit of the 
law, than as an evasion of it. But there are many ways of 
really outwitting this rule, though I cannot stop now to 
relate them, which give rise to innumerable arbitrations, 
and nearly every Sunday, there is a “miners 1 meeting 11 
connected with this subject. 

Having got our gold mines discovered, and “claimed,” 
I will try to give you a faint idea of how they “work” 
them. Here, in the mountains, the labor of excavation is 
extremely difficult, on account of the immense rocks 
which form a large portion of the soil. Of course, no man 
can “work out” a “claim” alone. For that reason, and 
also for the same that makes partnerships desirable, they 
congregate in companies of four or six, generally desig- 
nating themselves by the name of the place from whence 
the majority of the members have emigrated; as for ex- 
ample, the “Illinois,” “Bunker Hill,” “Bay State,” etc., 
companies. In many places the surface-soil, or in mining- 
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phrase, the “top dirt,” “pays” wheji, worked in a “Long 
Tom.” This machine, (1 have never been able to dis- 
cover the derivation of its name,) is a trough, generally 
about twenty feet in length, and eight inches in depth, 
formed of wood, with the exception of six feet at one 
end, called the “riddle,” (query, why riddle?) which is 
made of sheet-iron, perforated with holes about the size 
of a large marble. Underneath this cullender-like portion 
of the “long-tom,” is placed another trough, about ten 
feet long, the sides six inches perhaps in height, which 
divided through the middle by a slender slat, is called the 
“riffle-box.” It takes several persons to manage, properly, 
a “long-tom.” Three or four men station themselves with 
spades, at the head of the machine, while at the foot of 
it, stands an individual armed “wid de shovel and de 
hoe.” The spadesmen throw in large quantities of the 
precious dirt, which is washed down to the “riddle” by 
a stream of water leading into the “long-tom” through 
wooden gutters or “sluices.” When the soil reaches the 
“riddle,” it is kept constantly in motion by the man with 
the hoe. Of course, by this means, all the dirt and gold 
escapes through the perforations into the “riffle-box” be- 
low, one compartment of which is placed just beyond the 
“riddle.” Most of the dirt washes over the sides of the 
“riffle-box,” but the gold being so astonishingly heavy re- 
mains safely at the bottom of it. When the machine gets 
too full of stones to be worked easily, the man whose 
business it is to attend to them throws them out with his 
shovel, looking carefully among them as he does so for 
any pieces of gold, which may have been too large to 
pass through the holes of the “riddle.” I am sorry to say 
that he generally loses his labor. At night they “pan out” 
the gold, which has been collected in the “riffle-box” dur- 
ing the day. Many of the miners decline washing the 
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u top dirt” at all, but try to reach as quickly as possible 
the “bed-rock,” where are found the richest deposits of 
gold. The river is supposed to have formerly flowed over 
this “bed-rock,” in the “crevices” of which, it left, as it 
passed away, die largest portions of the so eagerly sought 
for ore. The group of mountains amidst which we are 
living is a spur of the Sierra Nevada; and the “bed-rock,” 
(which in this vicinity is of slate) is said to run through 
the entire range, lying, in distance varying from a few 
feet to eighty or ninety, beneath the surface of the soil. 
On Indian Bar, the “bed-rock” falls in almost perpendic- 
ular “benches,” while at Rich Bar, the friction of the 
river has formed it into large, deep basins, in which the 
gold, instead of being found, as you would naturally sup- 
pose, in the bottom of it, lies for the most part, just be- 
low the rim. A good-natured individual bored me, and 
tired himself , in a hopeless attempt to make me compre- 
hend that this was only a necessary consequence of the 
under-current of the water; but with my usual stupidity 
upon such matters, I got but a vague idea from his sci- 
entific explanation, and certainly shall not mystify you, 
with my confused notions thereupon. 

When a company wish to reach the bed rock as 
quickly as possible, they “sink a shaft,” (which is noth- 
ing more nor less than digging a well, ) until they “strike” 
it. They then commence “drifting coyote holes” (as they 
call them) in search of “crevices,” which, as I told you 
before, often pay immensely. These “coyote holes” some- 
times extend hundreds of feet into the side of the hill. 
Of course they are obliged to use lights in working them. 
They generally proceed, until the air is so impure as to 
extinguish the lights, when they return to the entrance 
of the excavation, and commence another, perhaps close 
to it. When they think that a “coyote hole” has been 
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faithfully “worked,” they “clean .it up,” which is done 
by scraping the surface of the “bed rock” with a knife, 
— lest by chance they have overlooked a “crevice,” — 
and they are often richly rewarded for this precaution. 

Now I must tell you how those having “claims” on 
the hills procure the water for washing them. The ex- 
pense of raising it in any way from the river, is too enor- 
mous to be thought of for a moment. In most cases it is 
brought from ravines in the mountains. A company, to 
which a friend of ours belongs, has dug a ditch about a 
foot in width and depth, and more than three miles in 
length, which is fed in this way. I wish that you could 
see this ditch. I never beheld a natural streamlet more 
exquisitely beautiful. It undulates over the mossy roots, 
and the gray, old rocks, like a capricious snake, singing 
all the time a low song with the “liquidest murmur,” and 
one might almost fancy it the airy and coquettish Undine 
herself. When it reaches the top of the hill, the sparkling 
thing is divided into five or six branches, each one of 
which supplies one, two, or three “long-toms.” There is 
an extra one, called the “waste-ditch,” leading to the 
river, into which the water is shut off at night and on 
Sundays. This “race” (another and peculiar name for it) 
has already cost the company more than five thousand 
dollars. They sell the water to others at the following 
rates: Those that have the first use of it pay ten per cent, 
upon all the gold that they take out. As the water runs 
off from their machine, (it now goes by the elegant name 
of “tailings,”) it is taken by a company lower down; 
and as it is not worth so much as when it was clear, the 
latter pay but seven per cent. If any others wish the 
“tailings,” now still less valuable than at first, they pay 
four per cent, on all the gold which they take out, be it 
much or little. The water companies are constantly in 
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trouble, and the arbitrations on that subject are very fre- 
quent. 

I think that I gave you a vague idea of “fluming” in 
a former letter; I will not, therefore, repeat it here, but 
will merely mention, that the numerous “fluming” com- 
panies have already commenced their extensive opera- 
tions upon the river. 

As to the “rockers,’ 1 so often mentioned in story and 
in song, I have not spoken of them since I commenced 
this letter. The truth is, that I have seldom seen them 
used, though hundreds are lying ownerless along the 
banks of the river. I suppose that other machines are 
better adapted to mining operations in the mountains. 

Gold mining is Nature’s great lottery scheme. A man 
may work in a claim for many months, and be poorer at 
the end of the time than when he commenced; or he may 
“take out” thousands in a few hours. It is a mere matter 
of chance. A friend of ours, a young Spanish surgeon 
from Guatemala, a person of intelligence and education, 
told us that, after “working a claim” for six months, he 
had taken out but six ounces. 

It must be acknowledged, however, that if a person 
“work his claim” himself, is economical and industrious, 
keeps his health, and is satisfied with small gains, he is 
“bound” to make money. And yet, I cannot help remark- 
ing, that almost all with whom we are acquainted seem 
to have lost. Some have had their “claims” jumped; many 
holes which had been excavated, and prepared for work- 
ing at a great expense, caved in during the heavy rains 
of the fall and winter. Often after a company has spent 
an immense deal of time and money in “sinking a shaft,” 
the water from the springs, (the greatest obstacle which 
the miner has to contend with in this vicinity) rushes in 
so fast, that it is impossible to work in them, or to con- 
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trive any machinery to keep it out, and for that reason 
only, men have been compelled to abandon places where 
they were at the very time “taking out” hundreds of 
dollars a day. If a fortunate or an unfortunate (which 
shall I call him? ) does happen to make a “big strike,” he 
is almost sure to fall into the hands of the professed gam- 
blers, who soon relieve him of all care of it. They have 
not troubled the Bar much during the winter, but as the 
spring opens, they flock in like ominous birds of prey. 
Last week one left here, after a stay of four days, with 
over a thousand dollars of the hard-earned gold of the 
miners. But enough of these best-beloved of Beelzebub, 
so infinitely worse than the robber or murderer; — for 
surely it would be kinder to take a man’s life, than to 
poison him with the fatal passion for gambling. 

Perhaps you would like to know what class of men is 
most numerous in the mines. As well as I can judge, 
there are upon this river as many foreigners as Ameri- 
cans. The former, with a few exceptions, are extremely 
ignorant and degraded; though we have the pleasure of 
being acquainted with three or four Spaniards of the 
highest education and accomplishments. Of the Ameri- 
cans, the majority are of the better class of mechanics. 
Next to these, in number, are the sailors and the farmers. 
There are a few merchants and steamboat-clerks, three 
or four physicians, and one lawyer. We have no 
ministers, though fourteen miles from here there is a 
“Rancho,” kept by a man of distinguished appearance, 
an accomplished monte-dealer and horse-jockey, who is 
said to have been — in the States — a preacher of the 
Gospel. I know not if this be true; but at any rate, such 
things are not uncommon in California. 

I have spun this letter out until my head aches dread- 
fully. How tiresome it is to write sensible (?) things I 
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But I have one comfort, — though my epistle may not be 
interesting, you will not deny, dear M., that I have 
achieved my ambition of making it both commonplace 
and utilatory. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEy’s FIFTEENTH LETTER 

Despite Shirley's fear ( expressed at the end ) that 
her sister might find this particular letter uninteresting , 
it is perhaps the most satisfying and clearly expressed 
brief discussion of actual mining customs and methods 
in the heyday of the California diggings that has come 
down to us. Her description of the restlessness of the 
miners is also one of the best ; for they were beset by a 
resistless urge to move on over the next ridge to other 
diggings w here, it was always rumored , gold might be 
had for less toil. Forty feet square was the usual size of a 
claim in most areas , but to allow a man to “hold” a claim 
for ten days without working it , and even to hold more 
than one claim at a time, showed the great liberality of 
the Rich Bar folk-moot which was the ultimate authority 
in such a mountain settlement. Water for the “ long 
toms” was an essential , and the construction of lengthy 
“ditches” from distant sources early became a large in- 
dustry. Many of these early mountain water ditches are 
still in use, some of them being the present-day suppliers 
of large electric power plants in the foothill country, 
while others bring water to the hill villages and orchards 
for domestic>and irrigation uses. 



Letter Sixteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
May i, 1852 

You have no idea, my good, little M., how reluctantly 
I have seated myself to write to you. The truth is, that 
my last tedious letter about mining and other tiresome 
things has completely exhausted my scribbling powers, 
and from that hour to this the epistolary spirit has never 
moved me forward. Whether on that important occasion, 
my small brain received a shock from which it will never 
recover, or whether it is pure, physical laziness, which 
influenced me, I know not; but this is certain, that no 
whipt school-boy ever crept to his hated task more un- 
willingly, than I to my writing desk on this beautiful 
morning. Perhaps my indisposition to soil paper in your 
behalf is caused by the bewildering scent of that great, 
glorious bouquet of flowers, which, gathered in the crisp 
mountain air, is throwing off cloud after cloud (“each 
cloud faint with the fragrance it bears,”) of languid 
sweetness, filling the dark old room with incense, and 
making of it a temple of beauty; like those pure, angelic 
souls, which, irradiating a plain countenance, often ren- 
der it more lovely than the chiseled finish of the most 
perfect features. 

O, Molly! how I wish that I could send you this jar 
of flowers, containing, as it does, many which in New 
England are rare exotics. Here, you will find in richest 
profusion the fine lady elegance of the syringa; there, 
glorious, white lilies, so pure and stately; the delicate yet 
robust beauty of the exquisite privet; irises of every hue 
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and size; and, prettiest of all, a sweet, snow-tinted flower, 
looking like immense clusters of seed pearl, which the 
Spaniards call libla. But the marvel of the group, is an 
orange-colored blossom, of a most rare and singular fra- 
grance, growing somewhat in the style of the flox; this, 
with some branches of pink bloom of incomparable 
sweetness, is entirely new to me. Since I have com- 
menced writing, one of the Doctor’s patients has brought 
me a bunch of wild roses. O! how vividly at the sight of 
them started up before me those wooded valleys of the 
Connecticut, with their wondrous depths of foliage, 
which for a few weeks in midsummer, are perhaps un- 
surpassed in beauty by any in the world. I have arranged 
the dear home blossoms with a handful of flowers which 
were given to me this morning by an unknown Span- 
iard. They are shaped like an anemone, of the opaque 
whiteness of the magnolia, with a large spot of glittering 
blackness at the bottom of each petal. But enough of our 
mountain earth stars; it would take me all day to de- 
scribe their “infinite variety.” 

Nothing of importance has happened since I last 
wrote, except that the Kanaka wife of a man living at the 
Junction has made him the happy father of a son and 
heir. They say that she is quite a pretty little woman, 
only fifteen years old, and walked all the way from Sacra- 
mento to this place. 

A few evenings ago, a Spaniard was stabbed by an 
American. It seems that the presumptuous foreigner had 
the impertinence, to ask very humbly and meekly that 
most noble representative of the stars and stripes, if the 
latter would pay him a few dollars which he had owed 
him for some time. His high mightiness, the Yankee, 
was not going to put up with any such impertinence, and 
the poor Spaniard received, for answer, several inches of 
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cold steel in his breast, which inflicted a very dangerous 
wound. Nothing was done, and very little was said about 
this atrocious affair. 

At Rich Bar they have passed a set of resolutions for 
the guidance of the inhabitants during the summer; one 
of which is to the effect that no foreigner shall work in 
the mines on that Bar. This has caused nearly all the 
Spaniards to immigrate upon Indian Bar, and several 
new houses for the sale of liquor etc., are building by 
these people. It seems to me that the above law is selfish, 
cruel and narrow-minded in the extreme. 

When I came here, the Humboldt was the only public 
house on the Bar. Now there are the “Oriental , 11 “Golden 
Gate , 11 “Don Juan , 11 and four or five others, the names of 
which I do not know. On Sundays, the swearing, drink- 
ing, gambling and fighting, which are carried on in some 
of these houses, are truly horrible. 

It is extremely healthy, here; with the exception of 
two or three men who were drowned when the river was 
so high, I have not heard of a death for months. 

Nothing worth wasting ink upon has occurred for 
some time, except the capture of two grizzly bear cubs 
by the immortal “Yank . 11 He shot the mother, but she 
fell over the side of a steep hill, and he lost her. “Yank 11 
intends to tame one of the cubs; the other he sold, I be- 
lieve, for fifty dollars. They are - certainly the funniest 
looking things that I ever saw, and the oddest possible 
pets. 

By the way, we receive an echo from the outer world 
once a month, and the expressman never fails to bring 
three letters from my dear M. wherewith to gladden the 
heart of her sister, “Dame Shirley . 11 
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COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ SIXTEENTH LETTER 

Resentment against “foreigners 11 was almost a uni- 
versal phenomenon in the California diggings. Many 
experienced Mexican gold miners arrived early at the 
Sierra placers , and a horde of eager gold-seekers from 
Sonora ( the nearest Mexican state ) followed in their 
wake. Sailing vessels carried news of the discovery to 
Chile, the u Sandwich Islands and China, and soon gold- 
hungry men were on their way thence to the mines. In 
France a revolution and hard times conspired to persuade 
young Frenchmen in large numbers to seek their fortunes 
in California. To many of the Yankees, and to most of 
the narrow-minded “pikes 11 from Missouri (and other 
Midwestern areas ) , a man who could not speak English 
was a monstrosity. Ignorance, prejudice , and bigotry 
soon commenced their work throughout the diggings, 
and the resolutions at Rich Bar expelling foreign miners 
were symptomatic of a general atmosphere. The Legis- 
lature laid a tax of twenty dollars a month on foreigners 
in the mines, and though it was soon reduced to four 
dollars a month, it served , as Royce says, “ to discourage 
decent foreigners from visiting California , and to convert 
into rogues all honest foreigners who might have come." 
Many , of course, were ignorant and degraded wretches, 
but most were honest men, and some, indeed, were edu- 
cated and cultured. Even Shinn, who believed these dif- 
ficulties inevitable, agreed that in many instances the 
Americans were “ unjust and overbearing ," with the re- 
sult that the treatment frequently accorded foreigners 
(especially Spanish Americans ) was “one of the darkest 
threads in the fabric of Anglo-Saxon frontier govern- 
ment." 



Letter Seventeenth 


May 25 

The very day after I last wrote you, dear M., a troop 
of mules came on to the Bar, bringing us almost forgot- 
ten luxuries, in the form of potatoes, onions and butter. 
A band of these animals is always a pretty sight, and 
you can imagine that the solemn fact of our having been 
destitute of the abovementioned edibles since the middle 
of February, did not detract from the pleasure with which 
we saw them winding cautiously down the hill, stepping 
daintily here and there with those absurd little feet of 
theirs, and appearing so extremely anxious for the safe 
conveyance of their loads. They belonged to a Spanish 
packer; were in excellent condition, sleek and fat as 
so many kittens, and of every possible color, — black, 
white, grey, sorrel, cream, brown, etc. Almost all of 
them had some bit of red, or blue, or yellow, about their 
trappings, which added not a little to the brilliancy of 
their appearance; while the gay tinkle of the leader’s bell, 
mingling with those shrill and peculiar exclamations, 
with which Spanish muleteers are in the habit of urging 
on their animals, made a not unpleasing medley of 
sounds. But the creameist part of the whole affair was — 
I must confess it, unromantic as it may seem — when 
the twenty-five or thirty pretty creatures were collected 
into the small space between our cabin and the Hum- 
boldt; such a gathering together of ham and mackerel-fed 
bipeds — such a lavish display of gold dust — such troops 
of happy looking men, bending beneath the delicious 
weight of butter and potatoes — and above all, such a 
smell of fried onions, as instantaneously rose upon the 
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fragrant California air, and ascended gratefully into the 
blue California Heaven, was, I think, never experienced 
before. 

On the first of May a train had arrived at Rich Bar; 
and on the morning of the day which I have been de- 
scribing to you, one of our friends arose some three hours 
earlier than usual, went over to the aforesaid Bar, bought 
twenty-five pounds of potatoes at forty cents a pound, 
and packed them home on his back. In less than two 
days afterwards, half a dozen cargoes had arrived, and 
the same vegetable was selling at a shilling a pound. The 
trains had been on the road several weeks, but the heavy 
showers, which had continued almost daily through the 
month of April, had retarded their arrival. 

Last week I rode on horseback to a beautiful Bar called 
the Junction, so named from the fact that at that point 
the East Branch of the North Fork of Feather River 
unites itself with the main North Fork. The mule trail, 
which lies along the verge of a dreadful precipice, is three 
or four miles long, while the foot-path leading by the 
river is not more than two miles in length. The latter is 
impassable, on account of the log bridges having been 
swept away by the recent freshets. The other day two 
oxen lost their footing, and fell over the precipice; and 
it is the general opinion that they were killed long before 
they reached the golden palace of the Plumerian Thetis. 
I was a little alarmed at first, for fear my horse would 
stumble, in which case I should have shared the fate of 
the unhappy beeves, but soon forgot all fear in the en- 
chanting display of flowers which each opening in the 
shrubs displayed to me. “Earth’s firmament” was starred 
with daphnes, irises and violets of every hue and size; 
pale wood anemones, with but one faint sigh of fragrance 
as they expired, died by hundreds beneath my horse’s 



LETTER SEVENTEENTH I45 

tread; and spotted tiger-lilies, with their stately heads all 
bedizened in orange and black, marshaled along the path 
like an army of gaily-clad warriors. But the flowers are 
not all of an Oriental character. Do you remember, 
Molly, dear, how you and I once quarreled when we 
were — oh! such mites of children — about a sprig of 
syringa? The dear mother was obliged to interfere, and 
to make all right, she gave you a small brown bud of 
most penetrating fragrance, which she told you was 
much more valuable than the contested flower. I remem- 
ber perfectly that she failed entirely in convincing me 
that the dark, somber flower was half as beautiful as my 
pretty, cream-tinted blossom; and, if I mistake not, you 
were but poutingly satisfied with the substitute. Here, 
even if we retained, which I do not, our childish fascina- 
tion for syringas, we should not need to quarrel about 
them, for they are as common as dandelions in a New 
England meadow, and dispense their peculiar perfume — 
which, by the way, always reminds me of Lubin’s choic- 
est scents — in almost sickening profusion. Besides the 
above-mentioned flowers, we saw wild roses, and but- 
tercups, and flox, and privet, and whole acres of the 
u Wandlike lily.’ 1 1 have often heard it said, though I can- 
not vouch for the truth of the assertion, that it is only 
during the month of January that you cannot gather a 
bouquet in the mountains. 

Just before one reaches the Junction, there is a beau- 
tiful grove of oaks, through which there leaps a gay little 
rivulet, celebrated for the grateful coolness of its waters. 
Of course, one is expected to propitiate this pretty Un- 
dine by drinking a draught of her glittering waters from 
a dirty tin cup, which some benevolent cold-water man 
has suspended from a tree near the spring. The bank 
leading down into the stream is so steep that people gen- 
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erally dismount and lead their animals across it. But F. 
declared that I was so light that the horse could easily 
carry me, and insisted upon my keeping the saddle. Of 
course, like a dutiful wife, I had nothing to do but to 
obey. So I grasped firmly the reins, shut my eyes, and 
committed myself to the Fates that take care of thistle 
seeds, and lo! the next moment I found myself safely 
on the other side of the brook; my pretty steed — six 
weeks ago he was an Indian pony running wild in the 
prairie — curveting about and arching his elegant neck, 
evidently immensely proud of the grace and ease with 
which he had conveyed his burden across the brook. In 
a few moments we alighted at the store, which is owned 
by some friends of F., whom we found looking like so 
many great daisies, in their new shirts of pink calico, 
which had been donned in honor of our expected arrival. 

The Junction is the most beautiful of all the Bars. 
From the store, one can walk nearly a mile down the 
river quite easily. The path is bordered by a row of min- 
gled oaks and firs — the former garlanded with mistletoe, 
and the latter embroidered with that exquisitely beautiful 
moss which I tried to describe in one of my first letters. 

The little Kanaka woman lives here. I went to see her. 
She is quite pretty — with large, lustrous eyes, and two 
great braids of hair, which made me think of black satin 
cables, they were so heavy and massive. She has good 
teeth, a sweet smile, and a skin not much darker than 
that of a French brunette. I never saw any creature so 
proud as she, almost a child herself, was of her baby. In 
jest, I asked her to give it to me, and really was almost 
alarmed at the vehement burst of tears with which she 
responded to my request. Her husband explained the 
cause of her distress. It is a superstition among her peo- 
ple that he who refuses to give another anything, no 
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matter what — there are no exceptions which that other 
may ask for — will be overwhelmed with the most dread- 
ful misfortunes. Her own parents had parted with her 
for the same reason. Her pretty, girlish face soon re- 
sumed its smiles when I told her that I was in jest, and, 
to console me for the disappointment which she thought 
I must feel at not obtaining her little brown treasure, she 
promised to give me the next one ! It is a Kanaka custom 
to make a present to the person calling upon them for 
the first time; in accordance with which habit, I re- 
ceived a pair of dove-colored boots three sizes too large 
for me. 

I should like to have visited the Indian encampment, 
which lies a few miles from the Junction, but was too 
much fatigued to attempt it. The Indians often visit us, 
and as they seldom wear anything but a very tight and 
very short shirt, they have an appearance of being, as 
Charles Dickens would say, all legs. They usually sport 
some kind of a head-dress, if it is nothing more than a 
leather string, which they bind across their dusky brows 
in the style of the wreaths in Norma, or the gay ribbons 
garlanding the hair of the Roman youth in the play of 
Brutus. A friend of ours, who has visited their camp sev- 
eral times, has just given me a description of their mode 
of life. Their huts, ten or twelve in number, are formed 
of the bark of the pine — conically shaped, plastered 
with mud, and with a hole in the top, whence emerges 
the smoke, which rises from a fire built in the center of 
the apartment. These places are so low that it is quite 
impossible to stand upright in them, and are entered 
from a small hole in one side, on all fours. A large stone, 
sunk to its surface in the ground, which contains three 
or four pan-like hollows for the purpose of grinding 
acorns and nuts, is the only furniture which these huts 
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contain. The women, with another stone, about a foot 
and a half in length, and a little larger than a mans 
wrist, pulverize the acorns to the finest possible powder, 
which they prepare for the table (?) in the following 
manner, viz: — Their cooking utensils consist of a kind 
of basket, woven of some particular species of reed, I 
should fancy, from the descriptions which I have had of 
them, and are so plaited as to be impervious to fluids. 
These they fill half full of water, which is made to boil 
by placing in it hot stones. The latter they drag from the 
fire with two sticks. When the water boils, they stir into 
it, until it is about as thick as hasty-pudding, the pow- 
dered acorns, delicately flavored with dried grasshoppers, 
and lo! dinner is ready. Would you like to know how 
they eat? They place the thumb and little finger together 
across the palm of the hand, and make of the other three 
fingers a spoon, with which they shovel into their capa- 
cious mouths this delicious compound. 

There are about eighty Indians in all at this encamp- 
ment, a very small portion of which number are women. 
A hostile tribe in the valley made a Sabine-like invasion 
upon the settlement, a few months since, and stole away 
all the young and fair muchachas , leaving them but a 
few old squaws. These poor, withered creatures, who are 
seldom seen far from the encampment, do all the drudg- 
ery. Their entire wardrobe consists of a fringe about two 
feet in length, which is formed of the branch or root — I 
cannot ascertain exactly which — of a peculiar species 
of shrub shredded into threads. This scanty costume they 
festoon several times about the person, fastening it just 
above the hips, and they generally appear in a startlingly 
unsophisticated state of almost entire nudity. They are 
very filthy in their habits; and my informant said that if 
one of them should venture out into the rain, grass would 
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grow on her neck and arms. The men, unhappy martyrs! 
are compelled to be a little more cleanly, from their cus- 
tom of hunting and fishing, for the wind will blow off 
some of the dirt, and the water washes off more. 

Their infants are fastened to a framework of light 
wood in the same manner as those of the North Ameri- 
can Indians. When a squaw has anything to do, she very 
composedly sets this frame up against the side of the 
house, as a civilized housewife would an umbrella or 
broom. 

Some of their modes of fishing are very curious. One 
is as follows: These primitive anglers will seek a quiet, 
deep spot in the river, where they know fish “most do 
congregate,” and throw therein a large quantity of stones. 
This, of course, frightens the fish, which dive to the 
bottom of the stream, and Mr. Indian, plunging head- 
foremost into the water, beneath which he sometimes re- 
mains several minutes, will presently reappear, holding 
triumphantly in each hand one of the finny tribe, which 
he kills by giving it a single bite in the head or neck with 
his sharp, knife-like teeth. 

Hardly a day passes during which there are not three 
or four of them on this Bar. They often come into the 
cabin, and I never order them away, as most others do, 
for their childish curiosity amuses me, and as yet they 
have not been troublesome. There is one beautiful little 
boy about eight years old, who generally accompanies 
them. We call him Wild Bird, for he is as shy as a par- 
tridge, and we have never yet been able to coax him into 
the cabin. He always wears a large, red shirt, which, 
trailing to his little bronzed feet, and the sleeves every 
other minute dropping down over his dusky models of 
hands, gives him a very odd appearance. One day Mrs. 
B., whom I was visiting at the time, coaxed Wild Bird 
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into the house to see Charley, the hero of the champagne- 
basket cradle. The little fellow gazed at us with his large, 
startled eyes, without showing the least shadow of fear 
in his countenance; but his heart beat so violently that 
we could actually see the rise and fall of the old red shirt 
which covered its tremblings. Mrs. B. made our copper- 
colored cupidon a pretty suit of crimson calico. His pro- 
tectors, half a dozen grim old Indians, (it was impossible 
to tell which was his father, they all made such a petted 
darling of him,) were compelled to array him in his new 
suit by main strength, he screaming dreadfully all the 
time. Indeed, so exhausted was he by his shrieks, that by 
the time he was fairly buttoned up in his crimson trap- 
pings, he sank on the ground in a deep sleep. The next 
day the barbarous little villain appeared trailing, as usual, 
his pet shirt after him at every step, while the dandy 
jacket and the trim baby trowsers had vanished we never 
knew whither. 

The other morning an Indian appeared on the Bar 
robed from neck to heels in a large, white sheet, and you 
have no idea of the classic grace with which he had ar- 
ranged the folds about his fine person. We at first thought 
him a woman, and he himself was in an ecstasy of glee 
at our mistake. 

It is impossible to conceive of anything more light and 
airy than the step of these people. I shall never forget 
with what enchanted eyes I gazed upon one of them, 
gliding along the side of the hill opposite Missouri Bar. 
One would fancy that nothing but a fly or a spirit could 
keep its footing on the rocks along which he stepped so 
stately, for they looked as perpendicular as a wall. My 
friend observed that no white man could have done it. 
This wild creature seemed to move as a cloud moves on 
a quiet day in summer, and as still and silently. It really 
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made me solemn to gaze upon him, and the sight almost 
impressed me as something superhuman. 

Viewed in the most favorable manner, these poor crea- 
tures are miserably brutish and degraded, having very 
little in common with the lofty and eloquent aborigines 
of the United States. It is said that their entire language 
contains but about twenty words. Like all Indians, they 
are passionately fond of gambling, and will exhibit as 
much anxiety at the losing or winning of a handful of 
beans as do their paler brothers when thousands are at 
stake. Methinks, from what I have seen of that most 
hateful vice, the amount lost or won has very little to do 
with the matter. But let me not speak of this most detest- 
able of crimes. I have known such frightful consequences 
to ensue from its indulgence, that I dare not speak of it, 
lest I use language, as perhaps I have already done, un- 
becoming a woman’s lips. 

Hundreds of people have arrived upon our Bar within 
the last few days; drinking saloons are springing up in 
every direction; the fluming operations are rapidly pro- 
gressing, and all looks favorably for a busy and pros- 
perous summer to our industrious miners. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S SEVENTEENTH LETTER 

The Mexican arriero, with his small Spanish mules , 
was one of the most useful members of gold-rush society. 
Roads were few and usually primitive and difficult, and 
in the more isolated regions all supplies and other freight 
had to be brought in on muleback. Rich Bar was a par- 
ticularly inaccessible spot and had its mule trains even 
up to the present century, for the Western Pacific Rail- 
road reached the site only on October 9, 1909, and the 
highway in the gorge was not completed to this point 
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(from the east ) until 193a. The Indians of this area 
were of the widespread Maidu stock , branches of which 
lived along the Feather , Yuba , and American rivers. 
There remain today almost a thousand of these Indians , 
the pre-Anglo-Saxon population being estimated at nine 
thousand. (A. L. Kroeber: Handbook of the Indians of 
California, Washington , 1935.) 



Letter Eighteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
July 5, 1852 

Dear M: — Our Fourth of July celebration, which came 
off at Rich Bar, was quite a respectable affair. I had the 
honor of making a flag for the occasion. The stripes were 
formed of cotton cloth and red calico, of which last gor- 
geous material, no possible place in California is ever 
destitute. A piece of drilling, taken from the roof of the 
Humboldt, which the rain and the sun had faded from its 
original, somber hue, to just that particular shade of blue, 
which you and I admire so much — served for a Union. 
A large star in the center, covered with gold leaf, repre- 
sented California. Humble as were the materials of which 
it was composed, this banner made quite a gay appear- 
ance, floating from the top of a lofty pine, in front of the 
Empire, to which it was suspended. 

I went over to Rich Bar at six in the morning, not 
wishing to take so fatiguing a walk in the heat of the 
day. After breakfast, I assisted Mrs. B. and one of the 
gentlemen, in decorating the dining-room; the walls of 
which, we completely covered with grape-vines, relieved 
here and there, with bunches of elder-blow. We made 
several handsome bouquets, and arranged one of syringas, 
white lilies and the feathery green of the cedar, to be pre- 
sented, in the name of the ladies, to the Orator of the 
Day. You can imagine my disgust, when the ceremony 
was performed, to observe that some officious Goth, had 
marred the perfect keeping of the gift, by thrusting into 
the vase, several ugly, purple blossoms. 
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The exercises were appointed to commence at ten 
o’clock, but they were deferred for half an hour, in ex- 
pectation of the arrival of two ladies, who had taken up 
their abode in the place within the last six weeks, and 
were living on Indian Bar Hill. As they did not come, 
however, it was thought necessary to proceed without 
them; so Mrs. B. and myself, were obliged to sit upon 
the piazza of the Empire, comprising in our two persons, 
the entire female audience. 

The scene was indeed striking. The green, garlanded 
hills girdling Rich Bar, looked wonderfully beautiful, ris- 
ing with their grand, abrupt outlines into the radiant 
summer sky. A platform reared in front of the Empire, 
beneath the banner-tasseled pine, and arched with fra- 
grant fir-boughs, made the prettiest possible rustic ros- 
trum. The audience, grouped beneath the awnings of the 
different shops, dressed in their colored shirts, — though 
here and there, one might observe a dandy miner, who 
had relieved the usual vestment, by placing beneath it 
one of calico or white muslin — added much to the pic- 
turesqueness of the scene. Unfortunately, the Committee 
of Arrangements had not been able to procure a copy of 
the Declaration of Independence. Its place was supplied 
by an apologetic speech from a Mr. J., who will, with- 
out doubt, be the Democratic candidate for State Repre- 
sentative at the coming election. This gentleman finished 
his performance, by introducing Mr. B., the Orator of 
the Day, who is the Whig nominee for the abovemen- 
tioned office. Before pronouncing his Address, Mr. B. 
read some verses, which he said had been handed to him 
anonymously, the evening before. I have copied them for 
your amusement. They are as follows, and are entitled — 
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A FOURTH OF JULY WELCOME TO THE MINERS 

Ye are welcome, merry miners! in your blue and red 
shirts, all! 

Ye are welcome, ’mid these golden hills, to your Nation’s 
Festival; 

Though ye’ve not shaved your savage lips, nor cut your 
barbarous hair — 

Ye are welcome, merry miners! all bearded as ye are. 

What, though your brows are blushing, at the kisses of 
the sun, 

And your once white and well-kept hands, are stained a 
sober dun; 

What though your backs are bent with toil, and ye have 
lost the air, 

With which ye bowed your stately heads, amid the 
young and fair, 

I fain would in my slender palm your horny fingers clasp, 

For I love the hand of honest toil, its firm and heartfelt 
grasp; 

And I know, Oh miners, brave and true! that not alone 
for self, 

Have ye heaped through many wearying months, your 
glittering pile of pelf. 

Ye, of the dark and thoughtful eyes beneath the bronzed 
brow; 

Ye, on whose smooth and rounded cheeks, still gleams 
youth’s purple glow; 

Ye, of the reckless, daring life — ye, of the timid glance; 

Ho! young and old; Ho! grave and gay, to our Nation’s 
fete advance. 
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Ho! sun-kissed brother from the South, where radiant 
skies are glowing; 

Ho! toiler from the stormy North, where snowy winds 
are blowing; 

Ho! Buckeye, Hoosier, from the West, sons of the river 
great — 

Come shout Columbia’s birthday song, in the new 
Golden State. 

Ho! children of imperial France; Ho! Erin’s brave and 
true; 

Ho ! England’s golden bearded race — we fain would wel- 
come you; 

And dark-eye’d friends from those glad climes, where 
Spain’s proud blood is seen — 

To join in Freedom’s holy psalm, ye’ll not refuse, I ween. 

For now the banner of the free is in very deed our own. 
And ’mid the brotherhood of States, not ours, the fee- 
blest one. 

Then proudly shout, ye bushy men, with throats all 
brown and bare, 

For lo! from ’midst our flag’s brave blue, leaps out a 
golden star. 

After reading the above lines, Mr. B. pronounced 
beautifully a very splendid Oration. Unlike such efforts 
in general, it was exceedingly fresh and new; so that in- 
stead of its being that infliction that Fourth of July Ora- 
tions commonly are, it was a high pleasure to listen to 
him. Perhaps, where Nature herself is so original, it is 
impossible for even thought to be hackneyed. It is too 
long for a letter, but as the miners have requested a copy 
for publication, I will send it to you in print. 
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About half an hoqr after the close of the Oration, the 
ladies from the hill arrived. They made a pretty picture 
descending the steep, the one with her wealth of floating 
curls turbaned in a snowy nubie, and her white dress set 
off by a crimson scarf; the other, with a little Pamella 
hat, placed coquettishly upon her brown, braided tresses, 
and a magnificent Chinese shawl enveloping her slender 
figure. So lately arrived from the States, with everything 
fresh and new, they quite extinguished poor Mrs. B. and 
myself, trying our best to look fashionable in our antique 
mode of four years ago. 

The dinner was excellent. We had a real, live Captain, 
a very gentlemanly person, who had actually been in ac- 
tion during the Mexican War, for president. Many of the 
toasts were quite spicy and original; one of the new ladies 
sang three or four beautiful songs, and everything passed 
off at Rich Bar quite respectably. To be sure, there was 
a small fight in the bar-room — which is situated just 
below the dining-room — during which much speech and 
a little blood were spouted; whether the latter catastrophe 
was caused by a blow received, or the large talking of 
the victim, is not known. Two peacefully inclined citi- 
zens who, at the first battle-shout, had rushed manfully 
to the rescue, returned at the subsiding of hostilities with 
blood-bespattered shirt-bosoms; at which fearful sight, 
the pretty wearer of the Pamella hat — one of the delin- 
quents being her husband — chose to go faint, and would 
not finish her dinner, which, as we saw that her distress 
was real, somewhat marred our enjoyment. 

On our way home, half a dozen gentlemen, who pre- 
ceded us, stepped in front of a cabin, full of “Infant Phe- 
nomena , 11 and gave nine cheers for “the mother and her 
children ; 11 which will show what a rarity those embodi- 
ments of noise and disquiet are in the mountains. This 



158 THE SHIRLEY LETTERS 

group of pretty darlings consists of three sweet little girls, 
slender, straight, and white as ivory wands, moving with 
an incessant and staccato (do you remember our old mu- 
sic lessons?) activity, which always makes me think of 
my humming birds. 

About five o’clock, we arrived at home, just in time 
to hear some noisy shouts of “Down with the Span- 
iards;” “The great American People forever,” and other 
similar cries, evident signs of quite a spirited fight be- 
tween the two parties, which was, in reality, taking 
place at the moment. Seven or eight of the elite of Rich 
Bar, drunk with whisky and patriotism, were the prin- 
cipal actors in this unhappy affair, which resulted in seri- 
ous injury to two or three Spaniards. For some time past, 
there has been a gradually increasing state of bad feeling 
exhibited by our countrymen (increased, we fancy, by 
the ill-treatment which our Consul received the other day 
at Acapulco,) towards foreigners. In this affair, our 
own countrymen were principally to blame, or, rather I 
should say, Sir Barley Corn was to blame, for many of 
the ringleaders are fine young men, who, when sober, 
are decidedly friendly to the Spaniards. It is feared that 
this will not be the end of the fracas, though the more 
intelligent foreigners, as well as the judicious Americans, 
are making every effort to promote kindly feeling be- 
tween the two nations. This will be very difficult, on ac- 
count of the ignorant prejudices of the low-bred, which 
class are a large proportion of both parties. 

It is very common to hear vulgar Yankees say of the 
Spaniards, “Oh, they are half-civilized black men!” These 
unjust expressions naturally irritate the latter, many of 
whom are highly educated gentlemen of the most refined 
and cultivated manners. We labor under great disadvan- 
tages, in the judgment of foreigners. Our peculiar, politi- 
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cal institutions, and the prevalency of common schools, 
give to all our people an arrogant assurance, which is 
mistaken for the American beau ideal of a gentleman. 

They are unable to distinguish those nice shades of 
manner, which as effectually separate the gentleman from 
the clown with us, as do these broader lines, which mark 
these two classes among all other nations. They think 
that it is the grand characteristic of Columbia’s children, 
to be prejudiced, opinionated, selfish, avaricious and un- 
just. It is vain to tell them, that such are not specimens 
of American gentlemen. They will answer, u They call 
themselves gentlemen, and you receive them in your 
houses as such.” It is utterly impossible for foreigners to 
thoroughly comprehend and make due allowance for that 
want of delicacy, and that vulgar Tm as good as you 
are,” spirit, which is, it must be confessed, peculiar to 
the lower classes of our people, and which would lead 
the majority of them to — 

“Enter a palace with their old felt hat on — 

To address the King with the title of Mister, 

And ask him the price of the throne he sat on.” 

The class of men who rule society (?) in the mines, are 
the gamblers, who, for the most part, are reckless, bad 
men, although no doubt there are many among them, 
whose only vice is that fatal love of play. The rest of the 
people are afraid of these daring, unprincipled persons, 
and when they commit the most glaring injustice against 
the Spaniards, it is generally passed unnoticed. 

We have had innumerable drunken fights during the 
summer, with the usual amount of broken heads, collar 
bones, stabs, etc. Indeed, the sabbaths are almost always 
enlivened by some such merry event. Were it not for 
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these affairs, I might sometimes forget that the sweet 
day of rest was shining down upon us. 

Last week, the dead body of a Frenchman was found 
in the river, near Missouri Bar. On examination of the 
body, it was the general opinion that he had been mur- 
dered. Suspicion has, as yet, fallen upon no person. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ EIGHTEENTH LETTER 

The Fourth of July was universally celebrated in 
the diggings , usually with a feast and much oratory as 
well as firewater. Almost every diary or reminiscence of 
the gold rush tells of such observances , which frequently 
commenced with a grand torchlight procession and effer- 
vescent spree the night before. The Acapulco incident 
which so aroused the miners involved the arrest of Fran- 
cis W. Rice , 17 . S. Consul at that port , by local Mexican 
authorities on June n, 1852. He was thrown into jail 
and on release struck his consular flag , averred that u no 
Americans were safe " at Acapulco , and called on the Pa- 
cific Squadron of the American Navy for support. The 
squadron then being off the coast of Peru , Commodore 
Sloat was unable to come to Rice's aid , and the affair 
soon blew over — though not without serious conse- 
quences far from its port of origin, as witness Shirley’s 
statements. As for the foreigners, in general , it is small 
wonder that they found it difficult to grasp the Yankee 
philosophy of 'Tm as good as you are, and doubtless con- 
siderably better." 
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Letter Nineteenth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin, Indian Bar, 
August 4, 1852 

We have lived through so much of excitement for the 
last three weeks, dear M., that I almost shrink from re- 
lating the gloomy events which have marked their flight. 
But if I leave out the darker shades of our mountain life, 
the picture will be very incomplete. In the short space of 
twenty-four days, we have had murders, fearful acci- 
dents, bloody deaths, a mob, whippings, a hanging, an 
attempt at suicide, and a fatal duel. But to begin at the 
beginning, as according to rule one ought to do. 

I think that even among these beautiful hills, I never 
saw a more perfect “bridal of the earth and sky, 11 than 
that of Sunday the eleventh of July. On that morning, I 
went with a party of friends to the head of the “Ditch, 11 
a walk of about three miles in length. I do not believe 
that Nature herself ever made anything so lovely, as this 
artificial brooklet. It glides like a living thing, through 
the very heart of the forest; sometimes creeping softly 
on, as though with muffled feet, through a wilderness of 
aquatic plants; sometimes dancing gaily over a white 
pebbled bottom; now making a “sunshine in a shady 
place, 11 across the mossy roots of the majestic old trees — 
and anon leaping with a grand anthem, adown the great, 
solemn rocks, which lie along its beautiful pathway. A 
sunny opening at the head of the ditch, is a garden of 
perfumed shrubbery and many-tinted flowers — all gar- 
landed with the prettiest vines imaginable, and peopled 
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with an infinite variety of magnificent butterflies. These 
last were of every possible color — pink, blue and yel- 
low, shining black splashed with orange, purple fleshed 
with gold, white, and even green. We returned about 
three in the evening, loaded with fragrant bundles, which 
arranged in jars, tumblers, pitcher, bottles and pails, (we 
are not particular as to the quality of our vases in the 
mountains, and love our flowers as well in their humble 
chalices as if their beautiful heads lay against a back- 
ground of marble or porcelain,) made the dark old cabin, 
“a bower of beauty for us.” 

Shortly after our arrival, a perfectly deafening volley 
of shouts and yells elicited from my companion the care- 
less remark, “that the customary Sabbath-day’s fight was 
apparently more serious than usual.” Almost as he 
spoke, there succeeded a death-like silence, broken in a 
minute after by a deep groan, at the comer of the cabin, 
followed by the words, “Why Tom, poor fellow, are you 
really wounded?” Before we could reach the door, it was 
burst violently open, by a person who inquired hurriedly 
for the Doctor — who, luckily, happened at that very mo- 
ment to be approaching. The man who called him, then 
gave us the following excited account of what had hap- 
pened. He said that in a mele between the Americans 
and the foreigners, Domingo — a tall, majestic-looking 
Spaniard, a perfect type of the novelistic bandit of Old 
Spain — had stabbed Tom Somers, a young Irishman, 
but a naturalized citizen of the United States — and that 
at the very moment, said Domingo, with a Mejicana 
hanging upon his arm, and brandishing threateningly the 
long, bloody knife with which he had inflicted the wound 
upon his victim, was parading up and down the street 
unmolested. It seems that when Tom Somers fell, the 
Americans, being unarmed, were seized with a sudden 
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panic and fled. There was a rumor, .(unfounded, as it aft- 
erwards proved) to the effect, that" the Spaniards hadjon 
this day conspired to kill all the Americans on the river. 
In a few moments, however, the latter rallied and made 
a rush at the murderer, who immediately plunged into 
the river and swam across to Missouri Bar; eight or ten 
shots were fired at him while in the water, not one of 
which hit him. He ran like an antelope across the flat, 
swam thence to Smith’s Bar, and escaped by the road 
leading out of the mountains, from the Junction. Several 
men went in pursuit of him, but he was not taken, and 
without doubt, is now safe in Mexico. 

In the meanwhile, the consternation was terrific. The 
Spaniards, who, with the exception of six or eight, knew 
no more of the affair than I did, thought that the Ameri- 
cans had arisen against them; and our own countrymen 
equally ignorant, fancied the same of the foreigners. 
About twenty of the latter, who were either sleeping or 
reading in their cabins at the time of the emeute, aroused 
by the cry of “Down with the Spaniards!” barricaded 
themselves in a drinking-saloon, determined to defend 
themselves as long as possible, against the massacre, 
which was fully expected would follow this appalling 
shout. In the bake-shop, which stands next door to our 
cabin, young Tom Somers lay straightened for the grave, 
(he lived but fifteen minutes after he was wounded,) 
while over his dead body a Spanish woman, was weep- 
ing and moaning in the most piteous and heart-rending 
manner. The Rich Barians, who had heard a most exag- 
gerated account of the rising of the Spaniards against the 
Americans, armed with rifles, pistols, clubs, dirks, etc., 
were rushing down the hill by hundreds. Each one added 
fuel to his rage, by crowding into the little bakery, to 
gaze upon the blood-bathed bosom of the victim, yet 
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warm with the life, which but an hour before it had so 
triumphantly worn. Then arose the most fearful shouts 
of “Down with the Spaniards!” “Drive every foreigner 
off the river!” “Don’t let one of the murderous devils re- 
main.” “Oh, if you have a drop of American blood in 
your veins, it must cry out for vengeance upon the cow- 
ardly assassins of poor Tom.” All this, mingled with the 
most horrible oaths and execrations, yelled up, as if in 
mockery, into that smiling heaven, which in its fair Sab- 
bath calm, bent unmoved over the hell which was raging 
below. 

After a time, the more sensible and sober part of the 
community succeeding in quieting, in a partial degree, 
the enraged and excited multitude. During the whole af- 
fair I had remained perfectly calm, in truth, much more 
so than I am now, when recalling it. The entire catas- 
trophe had been so unexpected, and so sudden in its con- 
summation, that I fancy I was stupefied into the most 
exemplary good behavior. F. and several of his friends, 
taking advantage of the lull in the storm, came into the 
cabin and entreated me to join the two women who were 
living on the hill. At this time, it seemed to be the gen- 
eral opinion, that there would be a serious fight, and they 
said I might be wounded accidentally, if I remained on 
the Bar. As I had no fear of anything of the kind, I plead 
hard to be allowed to stop, but when told that my pres- 
ence would increase the anxiety of our friends, of course, 
like a dutiful wife, I went on to the hill. 

We three women, left entirely alone, seated ourselves 
upon a log, overlooking the strange scene below. The 
Bar, was a sea of heads, bristling with guns, rifles and 
clubs. We could see nothing, but fancied from the ap- 
parent quiet of the crowd, that the miners were taking 
measures to investigate the sad event of the day. All at 
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once, we were startled by the. firing of a gun, and the 
next moment, the crowd dispersing, we saw a man led 
into the log cabin, while another was carried, apparently 
lifeless, into a Spanish drinking-saloon, from one end of 
which, were burst off instantly several boards, evidently 
to give air to the wounded person. Of course, we were 
utterly unable to imagine what had happened; and to 
all our perplexity and anxiety, one of the ladies insisted 
upon believing that it was her own husband who had 
been shot, and as she is a very nervous woman, you can 
fancy our distress. It was in vain to tell her — which we 
did over and over again — that that worthy individual 
wore a blue shirt, and the wounded person a red one; she 
doggedly insisted that her dear M. had been shot, and 
having informed us confidentially and rather inconsist- 
ently that “she should never see him again, never, 
never,” plumped herself down upon the log in an atti- 
tude of calm and ladylike despair, which would have 
been infinitely amusing, had not the occasion been so 
truly a fearful one. Luckily for our nerves, a benevolent 
individual, taking pity upon our loneliness, came and told 
us what had happened. 

It seems that an Englishman, the owner of a house of 
the vilest description, a person, who is said to have been 
the primary cause of all the troubles of the day, attempted 
to force his way through the line of armed men which 
had been formed at each side of the street. The guard 
very properly refused to let him pass. In his drunken 
fury, he tried to wrest a gun from one of them, which 
being accidentally discharged in the struggle, inflicted a 
severe wound upon a Mr. Oxley, and shattered in the 
most dreadful manner the thigh of Seiior Pizarro, a man 
of high birth and breeding, a porteno of Buenos Ayres. 
This frightful accident recalled the people to their senses, 
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and they began to act a little less like madmen, than they 
had previously done. They elected a Vigilance Commit- 
tee, and authorized persons to go to the Junction and 
arrest the suspected Spaniards. 

The first act of the Committee was to try a Mejicana , 
who had been foremost in the fray. She has always worn 
male attire, and on this occasion, armed with a pair of 
pistols, she fought like a very fury. Luckily, inexperi- 
enced in the use of fire-arms, she wounded no one. She 
was sentenced to leave the Bar by day-light, a perfectly 
just decision, for there is no doubt that she is a regular 
little demon. Some went so far as to say, she ought to be 
hung, for she was the indirect cause of the fight. You 
see always, it is the old, cowardly excuse of Adam in 
Paradise: “The woman tempted me, and I did eat. 11 As 
if the poor, frail head, once so pure and beautiful, had 
not sin enough of its own, dragging it forever downward, 
without being made to answer for the wrong-doing of a 
whole community of men. 

The next day, the Committee tried five or six Span- 
iards, who were proven to have been the ringleaders in 
the Sabbath-day riot. Two of them were sentenced to be 
whipped, the remainder to leave the Bar that evening; 
the property of all to be confiscated to the use of the 
wounded persons. Oh Mary! imagine my anguish when 
I heard the first blow fall upon those wretched men. I 
had never thought that I should be compelled to hear 
such fearful sounds, and, although I immediately buried 
my head in a shawl, nothing can efface from memory 
the disgust and horror of that moment. I had heard of 
such things, but heretofore had not realized, that in the 
nineteenth century, men could be beaten like dogs, much 
less that other men, not only could sentence such bar- 
barism, but could actually stand by and see their own 
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manhood degraded in such disgraceful manner. One of 
these unhappy persons was a vefy gentlemanly young 
Spaniard, who implored for death in the most moving 
terms. He appealed to his judges in the most eloquent 
manner — as gentlemen, as men of honor; representing 
to them that to be deprived of life, was nothing in com- 
parison with the never-to-be-effaced stain of the vilest 
convict’s punishment — to which they had sentenced 
him. Finding all his entreaties disregarded, he swore a 
most solemn oath, that he would murder every American 
that he should chance to meet alone, and as he is a man 
of the most dauntless courage, and rendered desperate by 
a burning sense of disgrace, which will cease only with 
his life, he will doubtless keep his word. 

Although in my very humble opinion and in that of 
others more competent to judge of such matters than 
myself, these sentences were unnecessarily severe, yet so 
great was the rage and excitement of the crowd, that the 
Vigilance Committee could do no less. The mass of the 
mob demanded fiercely the death of the prisoners, and it 
was evident that many of the Committee took side with 
the people. I shall never forget how horror-struck I was 
(bombastic as it now sounds) at hearing no less a per- 
sonage than the Whig candidate for representative say, 
“that the condemned had better fly for their lives, for 
the Avenger of Blood was on their tracks!” I am happy 
to say, that said very worthy, but sanguinary individual, 
“The Avenger of Blood!” represented in this case by 
some half dozen gambling rowdies, either changed his 
mind or lost scent of his prey; for the intended victims 
slept about two miles up the hill, quite peacefully until 
morning. 

The following facts, elicited upon the trial, throw light 
upon this unhappy affair: Seven miners from Old Spain, 
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enraged at the cruel treatment which their countrymen 
had received on the “Fourth,” and at the illiberal cry of 
“Down with the Spaniard,” had united for the purpose 
of taking revenge on seven Americans whom they be- 
lieved to be the originators of their insults. All well 
armed, they came from the Junction, where they were 
residing at the time, intending to challenge each one his 
man, and in fair fight, compel their insolent aggressors 
to answer for the arrogance which they had exhibited 
more than once towards the Spanish race. Their first 
move on arriving at Indian Bar was to go and dine at the 
Humboldt, where they drank a most enormous quantity 
of champagne and claret. Afterwards, they proceeded to 
the house of the Englishman, whose brutal carelessness 
caused the accident which wounded Pizarro and Oxley, 
when one of them commenced a playful conversation 
with one of his countrywomen. This enraged the Eng- 
lishman, who instantly struck the Spaniard a violent 
blow, and ejected him from the shanty. Thereupon en- 
sued a spirited fight, which, through the exertion of a 
gentleman from Chili, a favorite with both nations, 
ended without bloodshed. This person knew nothing of 
the intended duel, or he might have prevented, by his 
wise counsels, what followed. Not suspecting for a mo- 
ment anything of the kind, he went to Rich Bar. Soon 
after he left, Tom Somers, who is said always to have 
been a dangerous person when in liquor, without any 
apparent provocation, struck Domingo, (one of the orig- 
inal seven) a violent blow, which nearly felled him to 
the earth. The latter, a man of “dark antecedents” and 
the most reckless character, mad with wine, rage and 
revenge, without an instant’s pause, drew his knife 
and inflicted a fatal wound upon his insulter. Thereupon 
followed the chapter of accidents which I have related. 
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On Tuesday following the fatal Sabbath, a man 
brought the news of the murder of a Mr. Bacon, a person 
well known on the river, who kept a ranch about twelve 
miles from Rich Bar. He was killed for his money, by 
his servant, a negro, who not three months ago was our 
own cook. He was the last one anybody would have sus- 
pected capable of such an act. 

A party of men, appointed by the Vigilance Commit- 
tee, left the Bar immediately in search of him. The miser- 
able wretch was apprehended in Sacramento and part of 
the gold found upon his person. On the following Sun- 
day he was brought in chains to Rich Bar. After a trial 
by the miners, he was sentenced to be hung at four 
o’clock in the evening. All efforts to make him confess 
proved futile. He said, very truly, that whether innocent 
or guilty, they would hang him; and so he “died and 
made no sign,” with a calm indifference, as the novelists 
say, “worthy of a better cause.” The dreadful crime and 
death of “Josh,” who having been an excellent cook, and 
very neat and respectful, was a favorite servant with us, 
added to the unhappiness which you can easily imagine 
that I was suffering under all these horrors. 

On Saturday evening about eight o’clock, as we sat 
quietly conversing with the two ladies from the hill — 
who, by the way, we found very agreeable additions to 
our society, hitherto composed entirely of gentlemen — 
we were startled by the loud shouting, and rushing close 
by the door of the cabin, which stood open, of three or 
four hundred men. Of course, we feminines, with nerves 
somewhat shattered from the events of the past week, 
were greatly alarmed. 

We were soon informed that Henry Cook, vice “Josh” 
had, in a fit of delirium tremens, cut his throat from ear 
to ear. The poor wretch was alone when he committed 
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the desperate deed, and in his madness, throwing the 
bloody razor upon the ground, he ran part of the way up 
the hill. Here he was found almost senseless, and brought 
back to the Humboldt, where he was very nearly the 
cause of hanging poor “Paganini Ned” — who returned 
a few weeks since from the valley, — for his first act on 
recovering himself, was to accuse that culinary individ- 
ual of having attempted to murder him. The mob were 
for hanging our poor “Vatel” without judge or jury, and 
it was only through the most strenuous exertions of his 
friends, that the life of this illustrious person was saved. 
Poor Ned! it was forty-eight hours before his cork-screws 
returned to their original graceful curl; he threatens to 
leave us to our barbarism and no longer to waste his 
culinary talents upon an ungrateful and inappreciative 
people. He has sworn “war to the knife” against Henry, 
who was formerly his most intimate friend, as nothing 
can persuade him that the accusation did not proceed 
from the purest malice on the part of the suicide. 

Their majesties the mob, with that beautiful consist- 
ency which usually distinguishes those august individ- 
uals, insisted upon shooting poor Harry — for said they, 
and the reasoning is remarkably conclusive and clear, u a 
man so hardened as to raise his hand against his own life, 
will never hesitate to murder another!” They almost 
mobbed F. for binding up the wounds of the unfortunate 
wretch and for saying that it was possible he might 
live. At last, however, they compromised the matter, by 
determining, that if Henry should recover, he should 
leave the Bar immediately. Neither contingency will 
probably take place, as it will be almost a miracle if he 
survives. 

On the day following the attempted suicide, which 
was Sunday, nothing more exciting happened than a 
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fight and the half-drowning of a drunken individual in 
the river, just in front of the Humboldt. 

On Sunday last, the thigh of Senor Pizarro was ampu- 
tated; but alas, without success. He had been sick for 
many months with chronic dysentery, which after the 
operation returned with great violence, and he died at 
two o’clock on Monday morning with the same calm 
and lofty resignation which had distinguished him dur- 
ing his illness. When first wounded, believing his case 
hopeless, he had decidedly refused to submit to amputa- 
tion, but as time wore on he was persuaded to take this 
one chance for his life, for the sake of his daughter, a 
young girl of fifteen, at present at school in a convent in 
Chili, whom his death leaves without any near relation. 
I saw him several times during his illness, and it was 
melancholy indeed, to hear him talk of his motherless 
girl who, I have been told, is extremely beautiful, tal- 
ented and accomplished. 

The state of society here has never been so bad as 
since the appointment of a Committee of Vigilance. The 
rowdies have formed themselves into a company called 
the “Moguls,” and they parade the streets all night, howl- 
ing, shouting, breaking into houses, taking wearied 
miners out of their beds and throwing them into the river, 
and in short, “murdering sleep,” in the most remorseless 
manner. Nearly every night they build bonfires fearfully 
near some rag shanty, thus endangering the lives, (or 
I should rather say the property — for as it is impos- 
sible to sleep, lives are emphatically safe) of the whole 
community. They retire about five o’clock in the morning; 
previously to this blessed event posting notices to that 
effect, and that they will throw any one who may dis- 
turb them into the river. I am nearly worn out for want 
of rest, for truly they “make night hideous” with their 
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fearful uproar. Mr. 0 , who still lies dangerously ill 

from the wound received, on what we call the “fatal 
Sunday, 11 complains bitterly of the disturbance; and when 
poor Pizarro was dying, and one of his friends gently re- 
quested that they would be quiet for half an hour and 
permit the soul of the sufferer to pass in peace, they only 
laughed and yelled and hooted louder than ever, in the 
presence of the departing spirit, for the tenement in which 
he lay, being composed of green boughs only, could of 
course shut out no sounds. Without doubt if the “Mo- 
guls” had been sober, they would never have been guilty 
of such horrible barbarity as to compel the thoughts of a 
dying man to mingle with curses and blasphemies; but 
alas! they were intoxicated, and may God forgive them, 
unhappy ones, for they knew not what they did. The 
poor, exhausted miners, for even well people cannot 
sleep in such a pandemonium, grumble and complain, 
but they — although far outnumbering the rioters — are 
too timid to resist. All say “It is shameful; something 
ought to be done; something must be done,” etc. and in 
the mean time the rioters triumph. You will wonder that 
the Committee of Vigilance does not interfere; it is said 
that some of that very Committee are the ringleaders 
among the “Moguls.” 

I believe I have related to you everything but the duel 
— and I will make the recital of this as short as possible, 
for I am sick of these sad subjects, and doubt not but you 
are the same. It took place on Tuesday morning at eight 
o’clock, on Missouri Bar, when and where that same 
Englishman who has figured so largely in my letter, shot 
his best friend. The duelists were surrounded by a large 
crowd, I have been told, foremost among which stood 
the Committee of Vigilance! The man who received his 
dear friend’s fatal shot, was one of the most quiet and 
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peaceable citizens on the Bar. IJe. lived about ten min- 
utes after he was wounded. He was from Ipswich, -Eng- 
land, and only twenty-five years of age, when his own 
high passions snatched him from life. In justice to his 
opponent, it must be said, that he would willingly have 
retired after the first shots had been exchanged, but poor 
Billy Leggett, as he was familiarly called, insisted upon 
having the distance between them shortened, and con- 
tinuing the duel until one of them had fallen. 

There, my dear M., have I not fulfilled my promise 
of giving you a dish of horrors? And only think of such 
a shrinking, timid, frail thing, as I used to be “long time 
ago,” not only living right in the midst of them, but al- 
most compelled to hear if not see the whole. I think that 
I may without vanity affirm, that I have “seen the ele- 
phant.” “Did you see his tail?” asks innocent Ada J., in 
her mother s letter. Yes, sweet Ada, the “entire Animal” 
has been exhibited to my view. “But you must remem- 
ber, that this is California,” as the new comers are so 
fond of informing us! who consider ourselves “one of the 
oldest inhabitants” of the golden State. 

And now dear M., A Dios. Be thankful that you are 
living in the beautiful quiet of beautiful A., and give up 
“hankering arter” (as you know what dear creature 
says — ) California, for believe me, this coarse, bar- 
barous life would suit you, even less than it does your 
sister. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S NINETEENTH LETTER 

One of the most important features of Dame Shir- 
ley's discussions of life in the diggings is the fact that she 
did not shrink from recording the more somber as well as 
the brighter happenings. As Royce said of her “ well - 



174 


THE SHIRLEY LETTERS 


sketched pictures ," ’’''the series is complete: easily secured 
peace , then brutally intolerant degeneracy , and then the 
final wretched dissolution.' 1 ' He deemed the story of Rich 
Bar '"''typical of the life of many camps." Certainly the 
month of July 185a was a turning-point along the river 
and among Shirley's '"'"beautiful hills." Here — as in many 
another camp — the erection of a “Vigilance Commit- 
tee” only resulted in the taking of control by the more 
dissolute and least worthy of the local population , and 
the “Moguls” of Rich and Indian bars were of a sort with 
the ’"’"Hounds" of those earliest mad days of San Fran- 
cisco. 

The water ditch here mentioned by Shirley headed in 
Mill Creek , east of Rich Bar , ran in and out of French- 
mans and Kellogg ravines , followed around the hill 
above Rich Bar , and ended near Indian Bar. Traces of 
this three-mile canal are still visible on the mountainside. 

The hanging of “Josh” is told at length by Fariss and 
Smith (op. cit., pp. 211-12). Shirley had indeed “seen 
the elephant” during this turbulent month. Like many 
slang phrases, this one is today hard to define, but in gen- 
eral its connotation seems to have been to the effect that 
one had experienced the ultimate possibilities of a situa- 
tion; had passed through a most difficult experience, or 
had hit hard luck in a manner seemingly inevitable. In a 
few words the phrase expressed an entire volume of ideas, 
and is hard now to explain since the aura of connotation 
has so completely departed from the words themselves. 



Letter Twentieth 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
Sept. 4, 1852 

If I could coax some good-natured fairy, or some mis- 
chievous Puck, to borrow for me the pen of Grace Green- 
wood, Fanny Forester, or Nathaniel Willis, I might be 
able to weave my stupid nothings into one of those airy 
fabrics, the value of which depends entirely upon the 
skillful work — or, rather penmanship — which distin- 
guishes it. I have even fancied, that if I could steal a 
feather from the living opal, swinging like a jeweled pen- 
dulum from the heart of the great tiger-lily, which nods 
its turbaned head so stately within the mosquito net-cage 
standing upon the little table — my poor lines would 
gather a certain beauty from the rainbow-tinted quill, 
with which I might trace them. But as there is no- 
body magician enough, to go out and shoot a fairy or a 
brownie, and bind it by sign and spell to do my bidding, 
and as I have strong doubts whether my coarse fingers 
would be able to manage the delicate pen of a humming- 
bird, even if I could have the heart to rob my only re- 
maining pet of its brilliant feathers, I am fain to be con- 
tent with one of “Gillott’s Best,” no; of “C. R. Sheton’s 
Extra Fine,” although certain that the sentences follow- 
ing its hard-stroke will be as stiff as itself. If they were 
only as bright, one might put up with the want of grace; 
but, to be stiff and stupid both, is too provoking, is it not. 
Dear M.? However, what must be, must be; and as I 
have nothing to write about, and do not possess the skill 
to make that nothing graceful, and as you will fret your- 
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self into a scold if you do not receive the usual amount 
of inked pages at the usual time — why, of course, I am 
bound to act (my first appearance on any stage, I flatter 
myself in that character — ) the very original part of the 
bore, and you must prepare to be bored with what phi- 
losophy you may. 

But without further preface, I will begin with one of 
the nothings. A few days after the death of the unfortu- 
nate Spaniard, related in my last letter, a large log, felled 
by some wickedly-careless woodman, rolled down from 
one of the hills, and so completely extinguished the little 
Ramara, in which our poor friend lay at the time of his 
death, that you would never have imagined from the 
heap of broken branches which remain, that it had once 
been a ‘local habitation,” with such a pretty “name.” 
Providentially, at the time of the accident, none of those 
who had been in the habit of stopping there, were within. 
If Senor Pizarro had survived the amputation of his leg, 
it would only have been to suffer a still more terrible 
death, — an accident, which would have deepened, if 
possible, the gloom which we have suffered during the 
melancholy summer. 

There has been another murder committed within a 
few miles of this place, which has given us something to 
gossip about; for the Committee of Vigilance had the 
good-nature, purely for our amusement I conclude, to ap- 
prehend a lucky individual, (I call him lucky advisedly; 
for he had all his expenses paid at the Humboldt — was 
remunerated for his lost time — enjoyed a holiday from 
hard work — had a sort of guard-of-honor, composed of 
the most respectable men on the River — and was of 
more consequence for four days, than ever he had been 
in the whole of his insignificant little life before; ) whom 
somebody fancied bore a faint resemblance to the descrip- 
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tion of the murderer. This interesting lion — I was so 
fortunate as to catch a glimpse of him one morning, and 
am convinced that he “would have roared you like any 
sucking dove , 11 was fully cleared from the suspected 
crime; and if before his acquittal, one might have fancied 
from the descriptions of his countenance, that none but 
that of Mephistopheles, in the celebrated picture of the 
Game of Life, could equal its terrific malignity, after ac- 
counts drew it a very St. John’s, for sweet serenity of 
expression; what was then called sullenness, now took 
the name of resignation, and stupidity was quiet con- 
tempt. Indeed, I began to fear that they would give him 
a public triumph, and invite me to make the flag with 
which to grace it. I confess that I would almost have 
voted him a procession myself, in gratitude for the amuse- 
ment which he had given us. However, the Committee 
were contented with making him a handsome apology 
and present, and paying his expenses at the Humboldt. 
Oh, public opinion in the Mines, thou art in truth a cruel 
thing, but at the same time, thank God, most fickle ! 

The other day, we were invited by a Spanish friend 
to breakfast, at a garden situated half a mile from the 
Junction, and owned by another Spaniard. It was a 
lovely morning, in the latter part of August, and as we 
started about six o’clock, the walk was a most delightful 
one. The River, filled with flumes, dams, etc., and 
crowded with busy miners, was as much altered from its 
old appearance, as if an earthquake had frightened it 
from its propriety. 

I suppose that you are quite worn out with descrip- 
tions of walks, and I will spare you this once. I will not 
tell you, how sometimes we were stepping lightly over 
immense rocks, which, a few months since, lay fathoms 
deep beneath the foaming Plumas; nor how sometimes 
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we were walking high above the bed of the river, from 
flume to flume, across a board, connecting the two; nor, 
how now we were scrambling over the roots of the up- 
turned trees, and now jumping tiny rivulets; nor shall I 
say a single word about the dizziness we felt, as we crept 
by the deep excavations lying along the road, nor of the 
beautiful walk at the side of the wing-dam, (it differs 
from a common dam, in dividing the river lengthways 
instead of across,) the glittering water rising bluely, al- 
most to a level with the path. I do not think that I will 
ever tell you about the impromptu bath which one of the 
party took, by tumbling accidentally into the river, as he 
was walking gallantly behind us; which, said bath, made 
him decidedly disagree in our enthusiastic opinion of the 
loveliness of the promenade. 

No; I shall not say a single word upon any of these 
subjects, but leave them all to your vivid imagination. 
Cork-screws could not draw a solitary sentence from me, 
now that I have made up my mind to silence. But, I will 
tell you about the “driftings 11 in the side of the hill, which 
we visited on our way — not so much from a precious 
desire of enlightening your pitiable ignorance upon such 
subjects, you poor little, untraveled Yankee woman! but 
to prove to you, that having fathomed the depths of 
“shafts,” and threaded the mazes of “Coyote Holes,” I 
intend to astonish the weak nerves of stay-at-homes — if 
I ever return to New England — by talking learnedly on 
such subjects, as “one having authority.” 

These particular “claims,” consist of three galleries, 
lying about eighty feet beneath the summit of the hill, 
and have already been “drifted” from one hundred and 
fifty to two hundred feet into its side. They are about 
five feet in height, slightly arched, the sides and roof 
formed of rugged rocks, dripping with moisture as if 
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sweating beneath the, great weight- above. Lights are 
placed at regular distances along these galleries to assist 
the miners in their work, and boards laid on the wet 
ground to make a convenient path for the wheelbarrows 
which convey the dirt and sand to the river, for the pur- 
pose of washing it. Wooden beams are placed here and 
there, to lessen the danger of caving in; but I must con- 
fess, that in spite of this precaution, I was first haunted 
with a horrible feeling of insecurity. As I became reas- 
sured, I repeated loudly those glorious lines of Mrs. He- 
mans, commencing with — 

“For the strength of the hills, we bless thee; 

Our God, our Fathers’ God!” 

And a strange echo the gray rocks sent back; as if the 
mine-demons, those ugly gnomes, which German leg- 
ends tell us, work forever in the bowels of the earth, were 
shouting my words in mockery from the dim depths be- 
yond. 

These “claims” have paid remarkably well, and if they 
hold out as they have commenced, the owners will gather 
a small fortune from their Summer’s work. 

There is nothing which impresses me more strangely 
than the fluming operations. The idea of a mighty river 
being taken up in a wooden trough, turned from the old 
channel, along which it has foamed for centuries, per- 
haps, its bed excavated many feet in depth, and itself re- 
stored to its old home in the fall, these things strike me 
as almost a blasphemy against Nature. And then the 
idea of men succeeding in such a work, here in the moun- 
tains, with machinery and tools of the poorest descrip- 
tion, to say nothing of the unskillful workmen, doctors, 
lawyers, ministers, scholars, gentlemen, farmers, etc. 
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When we arrived at the little oak opening described 
in a former letter, we were, of course, in duty bound to 
take a draught from the spring, which its admirers de- 
clare, is the best water in all California. When it came to 
my turn, I complacently touched the rusty tin cup, 
though I never did care much for water in the abstract 
as water; though I think it very useful to make coffee, 
tea, chocolate, and other good drinks, I could never de- 
tect any other flavor in it than that of cold, and have 
often wondered whether there was any truth in the re- 
mark of a character in some play, “that ever since the 
world was drowned in it, it had tasted of sinners !” 

When we arrived at — what may be called in refer- 
ence to the Bar — the country seat of Don Juan, we were 
ushered into the parlor, two side of which opened upon 
the garden, and the grand old mountains which rise be- 
hind it, while the other two sides and the roof were 
woven with fresh willow boughs, crisply green, and look- 
ing as if the dew had scarcely yet dried from the polished 
leaves. 

After opening some cans of peaches, and cutting up 
some watermelons gathered from the garden, our friends 
went into, or rather out to the kitchen fire (two or three 
stones is generally the extent of this useful apartment in 
the mines), to assist in preparing the breakfast — and 
such a breakfast! If “Tadger could do it when it chose,” 
so can we miners. We had — but what did we not have? 
There were oysters, which, I am sure, could not have 
been nicer had they just slid from their shells on the shore 
at Amboy; salmon, in color like the “red, red gold”; veni- 
son, with a fragrant, spicy gusto, as if it had been fed 
on cedar buds; beef cooked in the Spanish fashion — that 
is, strung on to a skewer, and roasted on the coals — 
than which, I never tasted better; preserved chicken, and 
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almost every possible vegetable bringing up the rear. 
Then, for drinkables? we- had tea,''" doff ee and chocolate, 
champagne, claret and porter, with stronger spirits for 
the stronger spirits. We lacked but one thing, that was 
ice, which we forgot to bring from the Bar — as only four 
miles from our cabin, the snow never melts, that is a 
luxury we are never without — and, indeed, so exces- 
sively warm has been the season, that without it, and the 
milk which has been brought us daily from a ranch five 
miles from here, we should have suffered. I must say, 
that even though we had no ice, our mountain pic-nic, 
with its attendant dandies, in their blue and red flannel 
shirts, was the most charming affair of the kind that I 
ever attended. 

On our return, we called to see ‘■‘‘yank’s 11 cub, which 
is fast rising into young grizzly-bear-hood. It is about 
the size of a calf, very good-natured, and quite tame. Its 
acquirements, as yet, are few, being limited to climbing 
a pole. Its education has not been conducted with that 
care and attention which so intelligent a beast merits, 
but it is soon, I hear, to be removed to the valley, and 
placed under teachers capable of developing its wonder- 
ful talents to the utmost. 

We also stopped at a shanty to get a large gray squir- 
rel, which had been promised to me some days 1 before; 
but I certainly am the most unfortunate wretch in the 
world with pets. This spiteful thing, on purpose to an- 
noy me, I do believe, went and got itself drowned the 
very night before I was to take it home. It is always so — 

I never had two humming-birds, 

With plumage like a sunset sky, 

But one was sure to fly away, 

And the other one was sure to die. 
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I never nursed a flying squirrel, 

To glad me with its soft black eye, 

But it always ran into somebody’s tent, 

Got mistaken for a rat and killed! 

There, M., there is poetry for you. “Oh, the second 
verse doesn’t rhyme.” “Doesn’t?” “And it ain’t original, 
isn’t it? ” Well, I never heard that rhyme was necessary 
to make a poet, any more than colors to make a painter. 
And what if Moore did say the same thing twenty years 
ago? I am sure any writer would consider himself lucky 
to have an idea which has been anticipated but once. I 
am tired of being a “mute inglorious Milton,” and like 
that grand old master of English song, would gladly write 
“something which the world would not willingly let die,” 
and having made that first step, as witness the above 
verses, who knows what will follow. 

Last night, one of our neighbors had a dinner party. 
He came in to borrow a teaspoon. “Had you not better 
take them all?” I said. “Oh, no,” was the answer, “that 
would be too much luxury. My guests are not used to it, 
and they would think that I was getting aristocratic, and 
putting on airs. One is enough; they can pass it round 
from one to the other.” 

A blacksmith — not the “learned” one — has just en- 
tered, inquiring for the doctor, who is not in, and he is 
obliged to wait. Shall I write down the conversation with 
which he is at this moment entertaining me? “Who writ 
this ’ere?” is his first remark, taking up one of my most 
precious books, and leaving the marks of his irreverent 
fingers upon the clean pages. “Shakespeare,” I answer, as 
politely as possible. “Did Spokshave write it? He was an 
almighty smart fellow, that Spokshave, I’ve hear’n tell,” 
replies my visitor. “I must write hum, and tell our folks 
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that this ’ere is the first carpet I’ve se^ji sin I came to Cali- 
forny, four year come next month,” is his next remark. 
For the last half-hour, he has been entertaining me with 
a wearisome account of the murder of his brother by an 
Irishman, in Boston, and the chief feeling which he ex- 
hibits, is a fear that the jury should only bring in a ver- 
dict of manslaughter. But I hear F.’s step, and his en- 
trance relieves me from the bore. 

I am too tired to write more. Alas, dear M., this letter 
is indeed a stupid one — a poor return for your pregnant 
epistles. It is too late to better it; the express goes at eight 
in the morning. The midnight moon is looking wonder- 
ingly in at the cabin window, and the river has a sleepy 
murmur, that impels me irresistibly bedward. 

COMMENT ON SHIRLEYS TWENTIETH LETTER 

Even in this letter , in which Shirley swore she would 
write only airy nothings, she manages almost photograph- 
ically to describe the appearance of the river during the 
heyday of the gold rush. And her description of breakfast 
at the house of her Spanish friends , with the menu so en- 
ticingly outlined for the edification of a later generation , is 
surely something which the world would not willingly 
let die." 

Her quotation from Mrs. Hemans, then one of the 
most popular of poets, was from the u Hymn of the Vau- 
dois Mountaineers in Times of Persecution .” 



Letter Twenty-First 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
Oct. 16, 1852 

Since I last wrote you, dear M., I have spent three weeks 
in the American Valley, and I returned therefrom hum- 
bled to the very dust, when thinking of my former vain- 
glorious boast of having “seen the elephant.’ 11 To be sure, 
if having fathomed to its very depths the power of mere 
existence, without any reference to those conventional 
aids which civilization has the folly to think necessary to 
the performance of that agreeable duty, was any criterion, 
I certainly fancied that I had a right to brag of having 
taken a full view of that most piquant specimen of the 
brute creation, the California “Elephant.” But it seems 
that I was mistaken, and that we miners have been dwell- 
ing in perfect palaces, surrounded by furniture of the 
most gorgeous description, and reveling in every possible 
luxury. Well, one lives and learns, even on the borders 
of civilization. But to begin at the beginning, let me tell 
you the history of my dreadful pleasure tour to the Amer- 
ican Valley. 

You must know that a convention had been appointed 
to meet at that place, for the purpose of nominating repre- 
sentatives for the coming election. As F. had the misfor- 
tune to be one of the delegates, nothing would do but I 
must accompany him; for as my health had really suffered 
through the excitements of the summer, he fancied that 

change of air might do me good. Mrs. , one of our 

new ladies, had been invited to spend a few weeks in the 
same place, at the residence of a friend of her husband, 
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who was living there with his family. As Mr. was 

also one of the delegates,' we made up a party together, 
and being joined by two or three other gentlemen, formed 
quite a gay cavalcade. 

The day was beautiful; but when is it ever otherwise 
in the mountains of California? We left the Bar by an- 
other ascent than the one from which I entered the Bar, 
and it was so infinitely less steep than the latter, that it 
seemed a mere nothing. You, however, would have fan- 
cied it quite a respectable hill, and Mr. said, that so 

fearful did it seem to him the first time he went down it, 
that he vowed never to cross it but once more; a vow, by 
the way, which has been broken many times. The whole 
road was a succession of charming tableaux, in which 
sparkling streamlets, tiny waterfalls, frisky squirrels 
gleaming amid the foliage like a flash of red light; quails, 
with their pretty gray plumage flecked with ivory; dandy 
jays, great awkward black crows, pert little lizards, innu- 
merable butterflies, and a hundred other 

u Plumed insects, winged and free, 

Like golden boats on a sunny sea,” 

were the characters, grouped in a frame of living green, 
curtained with the blue folds of our inimitable sky. 

We had intended to start very early in the morning, 
but, as usual on such excursions, did not get off until 
about ten o’clock. Somebody’s horse came up missing, or 
somebody’s saddle needed repairing, or somebody’s shirt 
did not come home in season from the washer-Chinaman 
— for if we do wear flannel shirts, we choose to have 
them clean when we ride out with the ladies — or some- 
thing else equally important detained us. It was about 
nine o’clock in the evening when we reached the valley, 
and rode up to Greenwood’s Rancho, which, by the way, 
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was the headquarters of the Democratic party. It was 
crowded to overflowing, as our ears told us, long before 
we came in sight of it, and we found it utterly impossible 
to obtain lodgings there. This building has no windows, 
but a strip of crimson calico, placed half-way from the 
roof and running all round the house, lets in the red light 
and supplies their place. However, we did not stop long 
to enjoy the pictorial effect of the scarlet windows — 
which really look very prettily in the night — but rode 
straight to the American Rancho, a quarter of a mile be- 
yond. This was the headquarters of the Whigs, to which 
party our entire company, excepting myself, belonged. 
Indeed, the gentlemen had only consented to call at the 
other house through compassion for the ladies, who were 
suffering from extreme fatigue, and they were rejoiced 
at the prospect of getting among birds of the same feather. 
There, however, we were informed that it was equally 
impossible to procure accommodations. In this dilemma, 
we could do nothing but accept Mrs. ’s kind invita- 

tion, and accompany her to the rancho of her friend, al- 
though she herself had intended, as it was so late, to stop 
at one of the hotels for the night. We were so lucky as 
to procure a guide at this place, and with this desirable 
addition to the party, we started on. 

I had been very sick for the last two hours, and had 
only kept up with the thought that we should soon arrive 
at our journey’s end; but when I found that we were com- 
pelled to ride three miles further, my heart sank within 
me; I gave up all attempts to guide my horse, which one 
of the party led, leaned my head on the horn of my saddle 
and resigned myself to my fate. We were obliged to walk 
our horses the entire distance, as I was too sick to endure 
any other motion. We lost our way once or twice; were 
exhausted with fatigue and faint with hunger, chilled 
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through with the cold and our fe$t*wet with the damp 
night air. 

I forgot to tell you that Mrs. — — , being very fleshy, 
was compelled to ride astride, as it would have been ut- 
terly impossible for her to have kept her seat if she had 
attempted to cross those steep hills in the usual feminine 
mode of sitting a horse. She wore dark gray bloomers, 
and with a Kossuth hat and feather, looked like a hand- 
some, chubby boy. Now, riding astride, to one unaccus- 
tomed to it, is, as you can easily imagine, more safe than 
comfortable, and poor Mrs. was utterly exhausted. 

When we arrived at our destined haven, which we 
did at last, the gentleman of the house came forward and 

invited Mr. and Mrs. to alight. Not a word was 

said to the rest of us, not even “Good evening;” but I 
was too far gone to stand upon ceremony, so I dis- 
mounted and made a rush for the cooking-stove, which, 
in company with an immense dining table, on which lay 
(enchanting sight) a quarter of beef, stood under a roof, 
the four sides open to the winds of heaven. As for the 
remainder of the party, they saw how the land lay, and 
vamosed to parts unknown, (namely the American 
Rancho, ) where they arrived at four o’clock in the morn- 
ing, some tired, I guess , and made such a fearful inroad 
upon the eatables, that the proprietor stood aghast, and 
was only pacified by the ordering in from the bar, of a 
most generous supply of the drinkable, which, as he sells 
it by the glass, somewhat reconciled him to the terrific 
onslaught upon the larder. 

In the mean time, behold me, with much more truth 
than poetry, literally “alone in my glory,” seated upon a 
wooden stool, with both feet perched upon the stove, and 
crouching over the fire in a vain attempt to coax some 
warmth into my thoroughly chilled frame. The gentle- 
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man and lady of the house, with Mr. and Mrs. , are 

assembled in grand conclave, in one room of which the 
building consists; and as California houses are not planned 
with a view to eavesdroppers, I have the pleasure of hear- 
ing the following spirited and highly interesting con- 
versation. There is a touching simplicity about it truly 
dramatic: 

I must premise, that Mrs. had written the day 

before, to know if the visit, which her husband’s friend 
had so earnestly solicited, would be conveniently received 
at this time; and was answered by the arrival the next 
morning, for the use of herself and husband, of two horses, 
one of which, I myself had the pleasure of riding, and 

found it a most excellent steed. Moreover, when Mr. 

gave her the invitation, he said he would be pleased to 
have one of her lady friends accompany her. So you see 
she was u armed and equipped as the law directed.” 

Thus defended, she was ushered into the presence of 
her hostess, whom she found reclining gracefully upon a 
very nice bed, hung with snow-white muslin curtains, 
looking — for she is extremely pretty, though now some- 
what pale — like a handsome wax doll. 

“I am extremely sorry to find you unwell. Pray, when 
were you taken, and are you suffering much at present?” 

commenced Mrs. supposing that her illness was 

merely an attack of headache or some other temporary 
sickness. 

“Ah,” groaned my lady in a faint voice, “I have had a 
fever and am just beginning to get a little better. I have 
not been able to sit up any yet, but hope to do so in a few 
days. As we have no servants, my husband is obliged to 
nurse me as well as to cook for several men, and I am 
really afraid that under the circumstances, you will not 
be as comfortable here as I could wish.” 
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“But, good heavens, my dear madam, why did you not 
send me word that ytfu were sickP^Surely you must have 
known that it would be more agreeable to me to visit you 
when you are in health ? -11 replied Mrs. . 

“Oh,” returned our fair invalid, “I thought that you 
had set your heart upon coming, and would be disap- 
pointed if I postponed the visit ! 11 

Now this was adding insult to injury. Poor Mrs. ! 

worn out with hunger, shivering with cold, herself far 
from well, a new comer, unused to the make-shift ways 
which some people fancy essential to California life, ex- 
pecting from the husband’s representations, and know- 
ing that he was very rich, so different a reception; and 
withal, frank perhaps to a fault, she must be pardoned if 
she was not as grateful as she ought to have been, and an- 
swered a little crossly: 

“Well, I must say, that I have not been treated well. 
Did you really think that I was so childishly crazy to get 
away from home, that I Would leave my nice plank 
house,” (it rose into palatial splendor, when compared 
with the floorless shanty, less comfortable than a Yankee 
farmer’s barn, in which she was standing,) “with its 
noble fireplace, nice board floor, two pleasant windows 
and comfortable bed, for this wretched place? Upon my 
word, I am very much disappointed. However, I do not 

care so much for myself as for poor Mrs. , whom I 

persuaded to come with me.” 

“What, is there another lady!” almost shrieked (and 
well she might under the circumstances) the horror- 
stricken hostess. “You can sleep with me, but I am sure 
I do not know what we can do with another one.” 

“Certainly,” was the bold reply of Mrs. , for she 

was too much provoked to be embarrassed in the least; 
“availing myself of your husband’s kind permission, I 
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invited Mrs. , who could not procure lodgings at 

either of the hotels, to accompany me. But even if I were 
alone, I should decidedly object to sleep with a sick per- 
son, and should infinitely prefer wrapping myself in my 
shawl and lying on the ground, to being guilty of such a 
piece of selfishness . 11 

“Well,” groaned the poor woman, ‘"Jonathan , 11 or 
Ichabod, or David, or whatever was the domestic name 
of her better half, “I suppose that you must make up some 
kind of a bed for them on the ground . 11 

Now M., only fancy my hearing all this! Wasn't it a 
fix for a sensitive person to be in? But instead of bursting 
into tears, and making myself miserable, as once I should 
have done, I enjoyed the contra temps immensely. It 

almost cured my headache, and when Mrs. came to 

me and tried to soften matters, I told her to spare her pretty 
speeches, as I had heard the whole and would not have 
missed it for anything. 

In the mean time, the useful little man, combining in 
his small person the four functions of husband, cook, 
nurse and gentleman, made us a cup of tea and some 
saleratus biscut; and though I detest saleratus biscuit, 
and was longing for some of the beef; yet by killing the 
taste of the alkali with onions, we contrived to satisfy 
our hunger, and the tea warmed us a little. Our host, in 
his capacity of chambermaid, had prepared us a couch. I 
was ushered into the presence of the fair invalid, to whom 
I made a polite apology for my intrusion. My feet sank 
nearly to the ankles in the dirt and small stones as I 
walked across her room. 

But how shall I describe to you the sufferings of that 
dreadful night? I have slept on tables, on doors, and on 
trunks; I have reclined on couches, on chairs, and on the 
floor; I have lain on beds of straw of corn-husks, of palm- 
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leaf, and of ox-hide; I remember on© awful night, spent 
in a bed-buggy berth, on board of a packet boat on onerof 
the lakes; in my younger days, I used to allow myself to 
be stretched upon the Procrustes bed of other people’s 
opinion, though I have got bravely over such folly, and 
now I generally act, think and speak as best pleases my- 
self; I slept two glorious nights on the bare turf, with my 
saddle for a pillow and God’s kindly sky for a quilt; I had 
heard of a bed of thorns, of the soft side of a plank, and 
of the “bed-rock”; but all my bodily experience, theoreti- 
cal or practical, sinks into insignificance before a bed of 
cobble-stones ! Nothing in ancient or modern history, can 
compare with it, unless it be the Irishman’s famous down- 
couch, which consisted of a single feather laid upon a 
rock; and like him, if it had not been for the name of it, 
I should have preferred the bare rock. They said that there 
was straw in the ticking upon which we lay, but I should 
never have imagined so from the feeling. We had neither 
pillows nor sheets, but the coarsest blue blankets, and not 
enough of them, for bed-clothes; so that we suffered with 
cold, to add to our other miseries. And then, the fleas! 
Well, like the Grecian artist, who veiled the face whose 
anguish he dared not attempt to depict, I will leave to 
your imagination, that blackest portion of our strange ex- 
periences on that awful occasion. 

What became of Mr. , our host' etc., on this dread- 
ful night, was never known. Mrs. and I, held coun- 

cil together, and concluded that he was spirited away to 
some friendly hay-stack; but as he himself maintained a 
profound silence on the subject, it remains to this hour 
an impenetrable mystery, and will be handed down to pos- 
terity on the page of history, with that of the “Man in the 
Iron Mask,’’ and the more modern, but equally unsol vable 
riddle, of “Who struck Billy Patterson?” 
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As soon as it was light, we awoke and glanced around 
the room. On one side, hung a large quantity of handsome 
dresses, with a riding habit, hat, gauntlets, whip, saddle 
and bridle, all of the most elegant description. On the 
other side, a row of shelves contained a number of pans 
of milk. There was also a very pretty table service of 
white crockery, a roll of white carpeting, boxes of soap, 
chests of tea, casks of sugar, bags of coffee, etc., etc., in 
the greatest profusion. 

We went out into the air. The place, owned by our 
host, is the most beautiful spot that I ever saw in Cali- 
fornia. We stood in the midst of a noble grove of the 
loftiest and largest trees, through which ran two or three 
carriage roads, with not a particle of undergrowth to be 
seen in any direction. Somewhere near the center of this 
lovely place, he is building a house of hewn logs. It will 
be two stories high and very large. He intends finishing 
it with the piazza all around, the first floor windows to 
the ground, green blinds, etc. He informed us that he 
thought it would be finished in three weeks. You can see 

that it would have been much pleasanter for Mrs. to 

have had the privilege of deferring her visit for a month. 

We had a most excellent breakfast. As Mrs. said, 

the good people possessed everything but a house. 

Soon after breakfast, my friends, who suspected from 
appearances the night before that I should not prove a 
very welcome visitor, came for me — the wife of the pro- 
prietor of the American Rancho having good-naturedly 
retired to the privacy of a covered-wagon, (she had just 
crossed the plains, ) and placed her own room at my dis- 
posal. Mrs. insisted upon accompanying me until her 

friend was better. As she truly said, she was too unwell 
herself, to either assist or amuse another invalid. 
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My apartment, lyhicb was built of logs, was vexa- 
tiously small, with no way of letting in light, except by 
the door. It was as innocent of a floor, and almost as 
thickly strewn with cobble-stones, as the one which I had 
just left; but then there were some frames built against 
the side of it, which served for a bed-stead, and we had 
sheets, which though coarse, were clean. Here, with pet- 
ticoats, stockings, shoes and shirts, hanging against the 
logs in picturesque confusion, we received calls from Sen- 
ators, Representatives, Judges, Attorney-Generals, Doc- 
tors, Lawyers, Officers, Editors and Ministers. 

The Convention came off the day after our arrival in 
the valley; and as both of the nominees were from our set- 
tlement, we began to think that we were quite a people. 

Horse-racing, and gambling, in all their detestable vari- 
eties, were the order of the day. There was faro and poker 
for the Americans, monte for the Spaniards, lansquenet 
for the Frenchmen, and smaller games for the “outsiders.” 

At the close of the Convention, the rancho passed into 
new hands, and as there was much consequent confu- 
sion, I went over to Greenwoods, and Mrs. returned 

to the house of her friend, where, having ordered two or 
three hundred armfuls of hay to be strewn on the ground, 
she made a “temporary arrangement” with some boards 
for a bedstead, and fell to making sheets from one of the 
innumerable rolls of cloth which lay about in every di- 
rection; for as I said before, these good people had every- 
thing but a house. 

My new room, with the exception of its red calico 
window, was exactly like the old one. Although it was 
very small, a man and his wife — the latter was the house- 
keeper of the establishment — slept there also. With the 
aid of those everlasting blue blankets, I curtained off our 
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part, so as to obtain some small degree of privacy. I had 
one large pocket handkerchief — it was meant for a young 
sheet — on my bed, which was filled with good, sweet, 
fresh hay, and plenty of the azure coverings, so short and 
narrow, that when once we had lain down, it behooved 
us to remain perfectly still until morning, as the least 
movement disarranged the bed furniture and insured us a 
shivering night. 

On the other side of the partition, against which our 
bedstead was built, stood the cooking-stove, in which 
they burnt nothing but pitch-pine wood. As the room was 
not lined, and the boards very loosely put together, the 
soot sifted through in large quantities, and covered us 
from head to foot, and though I bathed so often that my 
hands were dreadfully chapped and bled profusely, from 
having them so much in the water, yet in spite of my ef- 
forts, I looked like a chimney-sweep, masquerading in 
women’s clothes. 

As it was very cold at this time, the damp ground upon 
which we were living, gave me a severe cough, and I 
suffered so much from chillness that at last I betook my- 
self to Rob Roy shawls and India rubbers, and for the 
rest of the time walked about, a mere bundle of gum 
elastic and Scotch plaid. My first move in the morning, 
was to go out and sit upon an old traveling wagon, which 
stood in front of my room, in order, like an old beggar 
woman, to gather a little warmth from the sun. 

Mrs. said, “The Bostonians were horror-stricken, 

because the poor Irish — who had never known any other 
mode of living — had no floors in their cabins, and were 
getting up all sorts of ‘Howard Benevolent Societies , 1 to 
supply unfortunate Pat with what is to him an unwished 
for luxury . 11 She thought, “That they would be much 
better employed in organizing associations for ameliorat- 
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ing the condition of those wretched women in California, 
who were so mad as to leave their comfortable homes in 
the mines, to go a pleasuring in the valleys!” 

My poor husband suffered even more than I did, for 
though he had a nominal share in my luxurious bed with 

its accompanying pocket handkerchief, yet, as Mrs. 

took it into her head to pay me a visit, he was obliged to 
resign it to her and betake himself to the bar-room; and 
as every bunk and all the blankets were engaged, he was 
compelled to lie on the bar floor, (thank Heaven there 
was a civilized floor there of real boards,) with his boots 
for a pillow. 

But I am sure you must be tired of this long letter, for 
I am, and I reserve the rest of my adventures in the 
American Valley, until another time. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEy’s TWENTY-FIRST LETTER 

American Valley, surrounded by mountains and 
consisting of almost seven thousand acres of arable land , 
has always been a beauty spot. The town of Quincy , 
county seat of Plumas County , rises near the spot where 
the Turner brothers camped in 1850 and dealt in stock 
and pasturage for the weary immigrants arriving from 
the plains. 

Shirleys 1852 reference to a Chinese washerman 
shows how early the u Chinee Laundree ” became a Cali- 
fornia institution. The ranch where Shirley and her friend 
had such indifferent accommodations was probably the 
Cate Ranch, near the present Quincy Junction on the 
Western Pacific Railroad. The political convention was 
one of the earliest and most popular forms of celebration 
and convivial pleasure in the mines of California , and the 
early miners customarily **; took their politics raw .” 



Letter Twenty-Second 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
Oct. 27, 1852 

In my last epistle, my dear M., I left myself safely en- 
sconced at Greenwood’s Rancho, in about as uncomfort- 
able a position as a person could well be, where board 
was fourteen dollars a week. Now you must not think 
that the proprietors were at all to blame for our miserable 
condition. They were, I assure you, very gentlemanly 
and intelligent men; and I owe them a thousand thanks, 
for the many acts of kindness, and the friendly efforts 
which they made to amuse and interest me while I was 
in their house. They said from the first that they were 
utterly unprepared to receive ladies, and it was only after 
some persuasion, and as a favor to me, that they con- 
sented to let me come. They intend soon to build a hand- 
some house; for it is thought that this valley will be a 
favorite summer resort for people from the cities below. 

The American Valley is one of the most beautiful in 
all California. It is seven miles long and three or four 
wide, with the Feather River wending its quiet way 
through it, unmolested by flumes, and undisturbed by 
wing dams. It is a superb farming country, everything 
growing in the greatest luxuriance. I saw turnips there 
which measured larger round than my waist, and all other 
vegetables in the same proportion. There are beautiful 
rides in every direction; though I was too unwell during 
my stay there to explore them as I wished. There is one 
draw-back upon the beauty of these valleys, and it is one 
peculiar to all the scenery in this part of California — 
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and that is, the monotonous ton$ of the foliage, nearly 
all the trees being firs. One misses that infinite variety of 
waving forms, and those endless shades of verdure, which 
make New England forest scenery so exquisitely lovely. 
And then that gorgeous autumnal phenomenon, wit- 
nessed, I believe, nowhere but in the Northern States 
of the Union, one never sees here. How often, in my far- 
away Yankee home, have I laid me down at eve, with 
the whole earth looking so freshly green, to rise in the 
morning and behold the wilderness blossoming, not only 
like the rose, but like all other flowers beside, and glit- 
tering as if a shower of butterflies had fallen upon it 
during the silent watches of the night. I have a vague 
idea that I “hooked” that butterfly comparison from some- 
body. If so, I beg the injured person s pardon, and he or 
she may have a hundred of mine to pay for it. 

It was at Greenwood’s Rancho, that the famous quartz 
hoax originated last winter, which so completely gulled 
our good miners on the river. I visited the spot, which has 
been excavated to some extent. The stone is very beauti- 
ful, being lined and streaked and splashed with crimson, 
purple, green, orange, and black. There was one large 
white block, veined with stripes of a magnificent blood- 
red color, and partly covered with a dark mass, which 
was the handsomest thing of the kind I ever saw. Some 
of the crystallizations were wonderfully perfect. I had a 
piece of the bed rock given me, completely covered with 
natural prisms, varying in size from an inch down to those 
not larger than the head of a pin. 

Much of the immigration from across the plains, on its 
way to the cities below, stops here for awhile to recruit. 
I always had a strange fancy for that Nomadic way of 
coming to California. To lie down under starry skies, 
hundreds of miles from any human habitation, and to rise 
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up on dewy mornings, to pursue our way through a 
strange country, so wildly beautiful, seeing each day 
something new and wonderful, seemed to me truly en- 
chanting. But cruel reality strips everything of its rose 
tints. The poor women arrive, looking as haggard as so 
many Endorean witches; burnt to the color of a hazel-nut, 
with their hair cut short, and its gloss entirely destroyed 
by the alkali, whole plains of which they are compelled 
to cross on the way. You will hardly find a family that 
has not left some beloved one buried upon the plains. 
And they are fearful funerals, those. A person dies, and 
they stop just long enough to dig his grave and lay him 
in it, as decently as circumstances will permit, and the 
long train hurries onward, leaving its healthy companion 
of yesterday, perhaps, in this boundless city of the dead. 
On this hazardous journey, they dare not linger. 

I was acquainted with a young widow of twenty, 
whose husband died of cholera when they were but five 
weeks on their journey. He was a Judge in one of the 
Western States, and a man of some eminence in his pro- 
fession. She is a pretty little creature, and all the as- 
pirants to matrimony are candidates for her hand. 

One day a party of immigrant women came into my 
room, which was also the parlor of the establishment. 
Some observation was made, which led me to enquire of 
one of them if her husband was with her. 

“She hain’t got no husband,” fairly chuckled one of 
her companions; “She came with me, and her feller died 
of cholera on the plains !” 

At this startling and brutal announcement, the poor 
girl herself gave a hysteric giggle, which I at first thought 
proceeded from heartlessness; but I was told afterwards, 
by the person under whose immediate protection she 
came out, and who was a sister of her betrothed, that the 
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tender woman’s heap: received sucba fearful shock at the 
sudden death of her lover, that for several weeks her life 
was despaired of. 

I spent a great deal of time calling at the different en- 
campments; for nothing enchanted me half so much as to 
hear about this strange exodus from the States. I never 
weary of listening to stories of adventures on the plains, 
and some of the family histories are deeply interesting. 

I was acquainted with four women, all sisters or sisters- 
in-law, who had among them thirty-six children, the 
entire number of which had arrived thus far in perfect 
health. They could of themselves form quite a respect- 
able village. 

The immigration this year, contained many intelligent 
and truly elegant persons, who, having caught the fash- 
ionable epidemic, had left luxurious homes in the States, 
to come to California. Among others, there was a young 
gentleman of nineteen, the son of a United States Senator, 
who having just graduated, felt adventurous, and deter- 
mined to cross the plains. Like the rest, he arrived in a 
somewhat dilapidated condition, with elbows out, and a 
hat the very counterpart of Sam Wellers “gossamer ven- 
tilation,” which, if you remember, “though not a very 
hansome ’un to look at, was an astonishm good ’un to 
wear!” I must confess that he became ragged clothes the 
best of any one I ever saw, and made me think of the 
picturesque beggar boys, in Murillo’s paintings of Span- 
ish life. 

Then there was a person, who used to sing in public 
with Ossian Dodge. He had a voice of remarkable purity 
and sweetness, which he was kind enough to permit us 
to hear now and then. I hardly know of what nation he 
claimed to be. His father was an Englishman, his mother 
an Italian; he was born in Poland, and had lived nearly 



200 


THE SHIRLEY LETTERS 


all his life in the United States. He was not the only 
musical genius that we had among us. There was a little 
girl at one of the tents, who had taught herself to play 
on the accordion on the way out. She was really quite 
a prodigy, singing very sweetly, and accompanying her- 
self with much skill upon the instrument. 

There was another child, whom I used to go to look 
at, as I would go to examine a picture. She had, with- 
out exception, the most beautiful face I ever saw. Even 
the alkali had not been able to mar the golden glory of 
the curls which clustered around that splendid little head. 
She had soft brown eyes, which shone from beneath their 
silken lashes, like u a tremulous evening star;” a mouth 
which made you think of a string of pearls threaded on 
scarlet; and a complexion of the waxen purity of the ja- 
ponica, with the exception of a band of brownest freckles, 
which, extending from the tip of each cheek straight 
across the prettiest possible nose, added, I used to fancy, 
a new beauty to her enchanting face. She was very fond 
of me, and used to bring me wild cherries which her 
brothers had gathered for her. Many a morning I have 
raised my eyes from my book, startled by that vision of 
infant loveliness — for her step had the still grace of a 
snow-flake — standing in beautiful silence by my side. 

But the most interesting of all my pets was a widow, 
whom we used to call the “long woman.” When but a 
few weeks on the journey, she had buried her husband, 
who died of cholera after about six hours illness. She had 
come on; for what else could she do? No one was willing 
to guide her back to her old home in the States; and when 
I knew her, she was living under a large tree a few rods 
from the rancho, and sleeping at night, with all her fam- 
ily, in her one covered wagon. God only knows where 
they all stowed themselves away, for she was a modem 
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Mrs. Rogers, with “nine small children and one at the 
breast ; 11 indeed, of this catechismical number, the oldest 
was but fifteen years of age, and the youngest a nursing 
babe of six months. She had eight sons and one daughter. 
Just fancy how dreadful; only one girl to all that boy! 
People used to wonder what took me so often to her en- 
campment, and at the interest with which I listened to 
what they called her “stupid talk . 11 Certainly, there was 
nothing poetical about the woman. Leigh Hunt’s friend 
could not have elevated her common-place into the sub- 
lime. She was immensely tall, and had a hard, weather- 
beaten face, surmounted by a dreadful horn comb and a 
heavy twist of hay-colored hair, which, before it was cut 
and its gloss all destroyed by the alkali, must, from its 
luxuriance, have been very handsome. But what inter- 
ested me so much in her, was the dogged and determined 
way in which she had set that stern, wrinkled face of hers 
against poverty. She owned nothing in the world but her 
team, and yet she planned all sorts of successful ways, 
to get food for her small, or rather large family. She used 
to wash shirts, and iron them on a chair — in the open 
air, of course; and you can fancy with what success. But 
the gentlemen were too generous to be critical, and as 
they paid her three or four times as much as she asked, 
she accumulated quite a handsome sum in a few days. 
She made me think of a long-legged, very thin hen, 
scratching for dear life, to feed her never-to-be-satisfied 
brood. Poor woman! she told me that she was compelled 
to allowance her young ones, and that she seldom gave 
them as much as they could eat, at any one meal. She was 
worse off than the 

“old woman who lived in a shoe, 

And had so many children she didn’t know what to do; 
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To some she gave butter, and some she gave bread, 

And to some she gave whippings, and sent them to bed.” 

Now my old woman had no butter and very little bread; 
and she was so naturally economical, that even whippings 
were sparingly administered. But after all their privations, 
they were — with the exception of the eldest hope — as 
healthy looking a set of ragged little wretches as ever I 
saw. The aforesaid “hope” was the longest, the leanest, 
and the bob-sidedest specimen of a Yankee that it is pos- 
sible to imagine. He wore a white face, whiter eyes, and 
whitest hair; and walked about, looking as if existence 
was the merest burden, and he wished somebody would 
have the goodness to take it off his hands. He seemed al- 
ways to be in the act of yoking up a pair of oxen, and 
ringing every change of which the English alphabet is 
capable, upon the one single Yankee execration, “dar na- 
tion!” which he scattered, in all its comical varieties, 
upon the tow head of his young brother, a piece of 
chubby giggle, who was forever trying to hold up a dread- 
ful yoke, which wouldn't “stay put,” in spite of all the 
efforts of those fat, dirty little hands of his. The “long 
woman,” mother like, excused him by saying that he had 
been sick; though once when the “darned fools” flew 
thicker than usual, she gently observed that “he had for- 
gotten that he was a child himself once.” He certainly 
retained no trace of having enjoyed that delightful state 
of existence; and though one would not be so rude as to 
call him an “old boy,” yet being always clad in a middle- 
aged habit, an elderly coat and adult pantaloons, one 
would as little fancy him a young man. Perhaps the 
fact of his wearing his father’s wardrobe, in all its un- 
altered amplitude, might help to confuse one’s ideas on 
the subject. 
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There was another dear old ,lady, to whom I took the 
largest kind of a liking, she was so exquisitely neat.- 
Although she too had no floor, her babe always had on a 
clean white dress and face to match. She was about four 
feet high, and had a perfect passion for wearing those 
frightful frontpieces of false hair, with which the young 
women of L. were once in the habit of covering their 
abundant tresses. She used to send me little pots of fresh 
butter, — the first that I had tasted since I left the States, 
— beautifully stamped, and looking like ingots of virgin 
gold. I, of course, made a dead set at the frontpiece; 
though I do believe, that to this distorted taste, and its 
accompanying horror of a cap, she owed the preserva- 
tion of her own beautiful hair. To please me she laid it 
aside; but I am convinced that it was restored to its proud 
eminence as soon as I left the valley, for she evidently 
had a “sneaking kindness” for it that nothing could de- 
stroy. I have sometimes thought that she wore it from 
religious principle, thinking it her duty to look as old as 
possible, for she appeared fifteen years younger when 
she took it off. She told me that in crossing the plains, 
she used to stop on Saturdays, and taking everything out 
of the wagons, wash them in strong lye; to which pre- 
caution she attributed the perfect health which they all 
enjoyed (the family , not the wagons) during the whole 
journey. 

There is one thing for which the immigrants deserve 
high praise, and that is, for having adopted the Bloomer 
dress, (frightful as it is on all other occasions) in cross- 
ing the plains. For such an excursion it is just the thing. 

I ought to say a word about the dances which we used 
to have in the bar room, a place so low that a very tall 
man could not have stood upright in it. One side was 
fitted up as a store, and another side with bunks for 
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lodgers. These bunks were elegantly draperied with red 
calico, through which we caught dim glimpses of blue 
blankets. If they could only have had sheets, they would 
have fairly been enveloped in the American colors. By 
the way, I wonder if there is anything national in this 
eternal passion for blue blankets and red calico? On ball 
nights the bar was closed, and everything was very quiet 
and respectable. To be sure, there was some danger of 
being swept away in a flood of tobacco juice; but luckily 
the floor was uneven, and it lay around in puddles, which 
with care one could avoid, merely running the minor risk 
of falling prostrate upon the wet boards, in the midst of a 
galopade. 

Of course the company was made up principally of the 
immigrants. Such dancing, such dressing, and such con- 
versation surely was never heard or seen before. The gen- 
tlemen, generally, were compelled to have a regular fight 
with their fair partners, before they could drag them on 
to the floor. I am happy to say, that almost always the 
stronger vessel won the day, or rather night, except in 
the case of certain timid youths, who after one or two 
attacks, gave up the battle in despair. 

I thought that I had had some experience in bad gram- 
mar, since I came to California, but the good people were 
the first that I had ever heard use right royal we, instead 
of us. Do not imagine that all, or even the larger part of 
the company, were of this description. There were many 
intelligent and well-bred women, whose acquaintance I 
made with extreme pleasure. 

After reading the description of the inconveniences and 
discomforts which we suffered in the American Valley, 
— and I can assure you that I have not at all exaggerated 
them, — you may imagine my joy when two of our friends 
arrived from Indian Bar, for the purpose of accompany- 
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ing us home. We took two days for our return, and thus 
I was not at all fatigued. The weather was beautiful? our 
friends amusing, and F. well and happy. We stopped at 
night at a rancho, where they had a tame frog. You can- 
not think how comically it looked, hopping about the 
bar, quite as much at home as a tame squirrel would have 
been. I had a bed made up for me at this place, on one 
end of a long dining table. It was very comfortable, with 
the trifling drawback that I had to rise earlier than I 
wished, in order that what had been a bed at night, might 
become a table by day. 

We stopped at the top of the hill, and set fire to some 
fir trees. Oh, how splendidly they looked, with the flames 
leaping and curling amid the dark green foliage, like a 
golden snake, fiercely beautiful. The shriek which the 
fire gave as it sprang upon its verdant prey, made me 
think of the hiss of some furious reptile, about to wrap 
in its burning folds its helpless victim. 

With what perfect delight did I re-enter my beloved 
log cabin. One of our good neighbors had swept and put 
it in order before my arrival, and everything was clean 
and neat as possible. How gratefully to my feet felt the 
thick warm carpet; how perfect appeared the floor, which 
I had once reviled (I begged its pardon on the spot) be- 
cause it was not exactly even; how cosy the old faded 
calico couch; how thoroughly comfortable the four chairs, 
(two of them had been thoroughly rebottomed with 
brown sail cloth, tastefully put on with a border of carpet 
tacks) ; how truly elegant the closet-case toilet table, with 
the doll’s looking glass hanging above, which shewed my 
face — the first time that I had seen it since I left home 
— some six shades darker than usual; how convenient the 
trunk which did duty as a wash-stand, with its vegetable 
dish instead of a bowl, (at the rancho I had a pint tin 
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pan, when it was not in use in the kitchen); but above 
and beyond all, how superbly luxurious the magnificent 
bedstead, with its splendid hair mattress, its clean wide 
linen sheets, its nice square pillows, and its large gener- 
ous blankets and quilts. And then the cosy little supper, 
arrayed on a table-cloth; and the long, delightful evening 
afterwards, by a fragrant fire of beech and pine, when 
we talked over our past sufferings! Oh, it was delicious 
as a dream, and almost made amends for the three dread- 
ful weeks of pleasuring in the American Valley. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY’S TWENTY-SECOND LETTER 

Shirley had an eye for beauty , and her notion that 
American Valley (where Quincy now stands ) might 
one day become u a favorite summer resort for people 
from the cities below " has been amply borne out , for the 
u Feather River country" is today one of the most delight- 
ful and popular playgrounds of the entire Sierra region. 

Her description of the condition of the newcomers 
from the plains matches that of many another observer. 
Speaking of the immigrants who crossed his pass just east 
of American Valley , Jim Beckwourth remarked that their 
wagons were mere relics , the canvas in tatters and the 
oxen u held up by the tail to keep them on their legs." 



Letter Twenty-Third 

RESIDENCE IN THE MINES 

From our Log Cabin , Indian Bar , 
Nov. 21, 1852 

I suppose Molly, dear — at least, I flatter myself — that 
you have been wondering and fretting a good deal for the 
last few weeks, at not hearing from “Dame Shirley.” The 
truth is, that I have been wondering and fretting myself 
almost into a fever, at the dreadful prospect of being com- 
pelled to spend the winter here, which, on every account, 
is undesirable. 

To our unbounded surprise, we found, on our return 
from the American Valley, that nearly all the fluming 
companies had failed — contrary to every expectation, on 
arriving at the bed-rock, no gold made its appearance. But 
a short history of the rise, progress, and final fate of one 
of these associations, given me in writing by its own Sec- 
retary, conveys a pretty correct idea of the result of the 
majority of the remainder: 

“The thirteen men, of which the ‘American Fluming 
Company 1 consisted, commenced getting out timber in 
February. On the fifth of July, they began to lay the 
flume. A thousand dollars were paid for lumber, which 
they were compelled to buy. They built a dam six feet 
high and three hundred feet in length, upon which thirty 
men labored nine days and a half. The cost of said dam 
was estimated at two thousand dollars. This Company 
left off working on the twenty-fourth day of September, 
having taken out in all , gold dust to the amount of forty- 
one dollars and seventy cents! Their lumber and tools, 
sold at auction, brought about two hundred dollars.” 

207 
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A very small amount of arithmetical knowledge, will 
enable one to figure up what the “American Fluming 
Company” made, by their Summer’s work. This result 
was, by no means, a singular one; nearly every person on 
the river received the same step-mother’s treatment from 
Dame Nature, in this her mountain workshop. 

Of course the whole world (our world,) was, to use a 
phrase much in vogue here, “dead broke.” The shop- 
keepers, restaurants, and gambling-houses, with an amia- 
ble confidingness peculiar to such people, had trusted the 
miners to that degree, that they themselves were in the 
same moneyless condition. Such a batch of woful faces 
was never seen before, not the least elongated of which, 
was F.’s — to whom nearly all the companies owed large 
sums. 

Of course, with the failure of the golden harvest, 
“Othello’s occupation was gone.” The mass of the unfor- 
tunates laid down the “shovel and the hoe,” and left the 
river in crowds. It is said, that there are not twenty men 
remaining on Indian Bar, although two months ago, you 
could count them up by hundreds. 

We were to have departed on the fifth of November, 
and my toilet-table and wash-hand-stand, duly packed 
for that occasion — their occupation also gone — have re- 
mained ever since in the humble position of mere trunks. 
To be sure, the express-man called for us at the appointed 
time; but, unfortunately, F. had not returned from the 
American Valley, where he had gone to visit a sick 
friend, and Mr. Jones was not willing to wait even one 
day, so much did he fear being caught in a snow-storm 
with his mules. It was the general opinion, from unmis- 
takable signs, that the rainy-season would set in a month 
earlier than common, and with unusual severity. Our 
friends urged me to start on with Mr. Jones, and some 
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other acquaintances, and leave F. to follow on foot, as 
he could easily overtake us in a few hours. This I de- 
cidedly refused to do, preferring to run the fearful risk 
of being compelled to spend the Winter in the mountains, 
which — as there is not enough flour to last six weeks, 
and we, personally, have not laid in a pound of provi- 
sions — is not so indifferent a matter as it may at first 
appear to you. The traders have delayed getting in their 
Winter stock, on account of the high price of flour; and 
God only knows how fatal may be the result of this selfish 
delay to the unhappy mountaineer, many of whom having 
families here, are unable to escape into the valley. 

It is the twenty-first day of November; and for the last 
three weeks, it has rained and snowed alternately, with 
now and then a fair day sandwiched between, for the 
express purpose, as it has seemed, of aggravating our 
misery. For after twelve hours of such sunshine, as only 
our own California can show, we were sure to be grati- 
fied by an exceedingly well got up tableau of the deluge, 
without that ark of safety — a mule team, which, sister 
Anna-like, we were ever straining our eyes to see de- 
scending the hill. “There, I hear a mule bell,” would be 
the cry, at least a dozen times a day, when away we 
would all troop to the door, to behold nothing but great, 
brown raindrops rushing merrily downward, as if in mock- 
ery of our sufferings. Five times did the “Squire” — who 
has lived for some two or three years in the mountains, 
and is quite weather-wise — solemnly affirm, that the rain 
was over for the present, and five times did the storm- 
torrent of the next morning give our prophet the lie. 
In the meanwhile, we have been expecting each day 
the advent of a mule train. Now, the rumor goes that 
Clark’s mules have arrived at Pleasant Valley; and now 
that Bob Lewis’s train has reached the Wild Yankee’s; 
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or that Jones, with any quantity of animals and provi- 
sions, has been seen on the brow of the hill, and will prob- 
ably get in by evening. Thus constantly u is alternating 
light and gloom,” in a way that nearly drives me mad. 

The few men that have remained om the Bar, have 
amused themselves by prosecuting one another right and 
left. The “Squire,” bless his honest, lazy Leigh Hunt-ish 
face, comes out strong on these occasions. He has pro- 
nounced decisions, which, for legal acumen, brilliancy 
and acuteness, would make Daniel Webster, could he 
hear them, tear his hair to that extent — from sheer envy 
— that he would be compelled to have a wig ever after. 
But jesting apart, the “Squire’s” course has been so fair, 
candid, and sensible, that he has won golden opinions 
from all; and were it not for his insufferable laziness and 
good-nature, he would have made a most excellent justice 
of the peace. The prosecuting party generally “gets judg- 
ment,” which is about all he does get; though sometimes 
the constable is more fortunate, as happened to-day to our 
friend W., who, having been detained on the Bar by the 
rain, got himself sworn into the above office for the fun 
of the thing. He performs his duties with great delight, 
and is always accompanied by a guard of honor, consist- 
ing of the majority of the men remaining in the place. He 
entered the cabin about one hour ago, when the follow- 
ing spicy conversation took place between him and F., 
who happened to be the prosecutor in this day’s pro- 
ceedings: 

“Well, old fellow, did you see Big Bill?” eagerly in- 
quired F. 

“Yes!” is the short and sullen reply. 

“And what did you get?” continued his questioner. 

“I got this !” savagely shouts the amateur constable, 
at the same time pointing with a grin of rage, to a huge 
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swelling on his upper lip, gleaming with all the colors of 
the rainbow. 

“What did you do then?” was the next, meek inquiry. 

“Oh, I came away!” says our brave, young officer of 
Justice. And indeed it would have been madness to have 
resisted this delightful “Big Bill,” who stands six feet four 
inches in his stockings, with a corresponding amount of 
bone and muscle, and is a star of the first magnitude in the 
boxing circles. F. saved the creature’s life last Winter, 
having watched with him three nights in succession. He 
refuses to pay his bill, “Cos he gin him calumny , and 
other pizen doctor’s stuff!” Of course, poor W. got dread- 
fully laughed at; though I looked as solemn as possible, 
while I stayed him with cups of coffee, comforted him 
with beef-steaks and onions, and coaxed the wounded 
upper-lip with an infinite succession of little bits of brown 
paper drowned in brandy. 

I wish that you could see me about these times. I am 
generally found seated on a segar-box in the chimney 
corner, my chin in my hand, rocking backwards and for- 
wards (weaving, you used to call it,) in a despairing 
way, and now and then casting a picturesquely hopeless 
glance about our dilapidated cabin. Such a looking place 
as it is! Not having been repaired, the rain pouring down 
the outside of the chimney — which is inside of the house 
— has liquefied the mud, which now 1 lies in spots all over 
the splendid tin mantle-piece, and festoons itself in grace- 
ful arabesques along the sides thereof. The lining over- 
head is dreadfully stained, the rose-garlanded hangings 
are faded and torn, the sofa-covering displays picturesque 
glimpses of hay, and the poor, old worn-out carpet is not 
enough to make india-rubbers desirable. 

Sometimes I lounge forlornly to the window, and try 
to take a birds-eye view of “out-doors.” First, now a 
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large pile of gravel prevents me seeing anything else; but 
by dint of standing on tip-toe, I catch sight of a hundred 
other large piles of gravel — Pelion upon Ossa like heaps 
of gigantic stones — excavations of fearful deepness, in- 
numerable tents, calico hovels, shingle palaces, Tamaras , 
(pretty, arbor-like places, composed of green boughs, and 
baptized with that sweet name,) half a dozen blue and 
red-shirted miners, and one hatless h ombre, in garments 
of the airiest description, reclining gracefully at the en- 
trance of the Humboldt, in that transcendental state of 
intoxication, when a man is compelled to hold on to the 
earth for fear of falling off. The whole Bar is thickly 
peppered with empty bottles, oyster cans, sardine boxes, 
and brandied fruit jars, the harsher outlines of which are 
softened off by the thinnest possible coating of radiant 
snow. The river, freed from its wooden flume prison, rolls 
gradually by. The green and purple beauty of these ma- 
jestic, old mountains, looks lovelier than ever, through 
its pearl-like network of foaming streamlets, while, like 
an immense concave of pure sapphire, without spot or 
speck, the wonderful and never-enough-to-be-talked-about 
sky of California, drops down upon the whole, its fathom- 
less splendor. The day happens to be the inner fold of one 
of the atmospheric sandwiches, alluded to above. Had it 
been otherwise, I doubt whether I should have had spirit 
enough to write to you. 

I have just been called from my letter, to look at a won- 
derfully curious gold specimen. I will try to describe it to 
you, and to convince you that I do not exaggerate its 
rare beauty, I must inform you that two friends of ours, 
have each offered a hundred dollars for it; and a black- 
smith in the place, a man utterly unimaginative, who 
would not throw away a red cent on a mere fancy, has 
tried to purchase it for fifty dollars. I wish most earnestly 



LETTER TWENTY-THIRD 


213 


that you could see it* It is of unrpixed gold, weighing 
about two dollars and a half. Your first idea in looking- at 
it, is, of an exquisite little basket. There is the graceful 
cover, with its rounded nub at the top, the three finely 
carved sides — it is tri-formed — the little stand, upon 
which it sets, and the tiny clasp which fastens it. In de- 
tail, it is still more beautiful. On one side, you see a per- 
fect W, each finely shaded bar of which, is fashioned 
with the nicest exactness. The second surface presents to 
view a Grecian profile, whose delicately cut features re- 
mind you of the serene beauty of an antique gem. It is 
surprising how much expression this face contains, which 
is enriched by an oval setting of delicate beading. A 
plain, triangular space of burnished gold, surrounded with 
bead-work, similar to that which outlines the profile, 
seems left on purpose for a name. The owner, who is a 
Frenchman, decidedly refuses to sell this gem, and you 
will probably never have an opportunity to see, that the 
same Being who has commanded the violet to be beauti- 
ful, can fashion the gold — crucibled into metallic purity, 
within the earth’s dark heart — into shapes as lovely and 
curious. 

To my extreme vexation, Ned, that jewel of cooks and 
fiddlers, departed at the first approach of rain; since when, 
I have been obliged to take up the former delightful em- 
ployment myself. Really, everybody ought to go to the 
mines, just to see how little it takes to make people com- 
fortable in the world. My ordinary utensils consist of, — 
item, one iron dipper, which holds exactly three pints; 
item, one brass kettle of the same size; and, item, the grid- 
iron, made out of an old shovel, which I described in a 
former letter. With these three assistants, I perform ab- 
solute wonders in the culinary way. Unfortunately, I am 
generally compelled to get three breakfasts, for some- 
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times the front-stick will break, and then down comes the 
brass kettle of potatoes, and the dipper of coffee, extin- 
guishing the fire, spilling the breakfast, wetting the car- 
pet, scalding the dog, waking up F. from an eleven- 
oclock-in-the-day dream, and compelling poor me to get 
up a second edition of my morning’s work, on safer and 
more scientific principles. 

At dinner time, some good natured friend carves the 
beef at a stove outside, on condition that he may have a 
plate, knife and fork at our table. So when that meal is 
ready, I spread on the said table — which at other times 
does duty as a China closet — a quarter of a sheet, which 
with its three companion quarters, was sanctified and set 
apart, when I first arrived here, for that sacred purpose. 
As our guests generally amount to six or eight, we dis- 
pense the three tea-spoons at the rate of one to every two 
or three persons. All sorts of outlandish dishes serve 
as tea-cups; among others, wine-glasses and tumblers — 
there are always plenty of these in the mines — figure 
largely. Last night, our company being larger than usual, 
one of our friends was compelled to take his tea out of a 
soup-plate! The same individual, not being able to find a 
seat, went outside and brought in an empty gin-cask, 
upon which he sat, sipping iron table-spoons-full of his 
tea, in great apparent glory and contentment. 

F. has just entered, with the joyful news that the ex- 
press-man has arrived. He says that it will be impossible 
for mule trains to get in for some time to come, even if the 
storm is really over, which he does not believe. In many 
places on the mountains, the snow is already five feet in 
depth; although, he thinks that so many people are con- 
stantly leaving for the valley, that the path will be kept 
open; so that I can make the journey with comparative 
ease on his horse, which he has kindly offered to lend me, 
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volunteering to accompany F. and some others, who will 
make their exodus at the same time, on foot. Of course I 
shall be obliged to leave my trunks, merely taking a 
change of linen in a carpet-bag. We shall leave to-mor- 
row, whether it rain or snow, for it would be madness to 
linger any longer. 

My heart is heavy at the thought of departing forever 
from this place. I like this wild and barbarous life; I leave 
it with regret. The solemn fir trees, “whose slender tops 
are close against the sky” here, the watching hills, and 
the calmly beautiful river, seem to gaze sorrowfully at 
me, as I stand in the moon-lighted midnight, to bid them 
farewell. Beloved, unconventional wood-life; divine Na- 
ture, into whose benign eyes I never looked, whose many 
voices, gay and glad, I never heard, in the artificial heart 
of the busy world, — I quit your serene teachings for a 
restless and troubled future. Yes, Molly, smile if you will 
at my folly; but I go from the mountains with a deep heart 
sorrow. I look kindly to this existence, which to you 
seems so sordid and mean. Here, at least, I have been 
contented. The “thistle-seed,” as you call me, sent abroad 
its roots right lovingly into this barren soil, and gained an 
unwonted strength in what seemed to you such unfavor- 
able surroundings. You would hardly recognize the fee- 
ble and half-dying invalid, who drooped languidly out of 
sight, as night shut down between your straining gaze 
and the good ship Manilla, as she wafted her far away 
from her Atlantic home, in the person of your now per- 
fectly healthy sister. 


COMMENT ON SHIRLEY^ TWENTY-THIRD LETTER 

It was time , indeed , for Shirley and her doctor hus- 
band to quit the Feather River diggings. For though the 
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“bar and bench claims'' 1 (which refer not to the law but to 
the physical geography of the canyons ) had continued to 
pay — in some instances quite handsomely — all the rec- 
ords bear out Shirley's comments on the failure of the 
1852 wing dams and flumes. With almost the entire pop- 
ulation either dead broke or already gone to other parts, 
the services of a physician were in scant demand. More- 
over, there was a bit of fate in that late November exodus 
of the Clappes, for only a few days after they started over 
the mountain, a great storm blocked every trail, and the 
winter of 1852-3 is still remembered as one of the most 
severe ever experienced in those parts. Great hardship re- 
sulted in the camps along the wild East Branch of the 
Feather. But by that time Shirley was safely down in the 
great valley. Fittingly — and with matchless philosophy 
— she concludes in her last eloquent letter from the dig- 
gings: 

“Really, everybody ought to go to the mines, just to 
see how little it takes to make people comfortable in the 
world." 




PRINTER’S NOTE 


This book is set in an experimental Linotype face to be 
called Stuyvesant. The roman characters are based on 
a type face cut by Jacques Francois Rosart (1714-77) 
at Haarlem about the year 1750. The roman is darker in 
tone than the Rosart but holds to many of the Dutch pe- 
culiarities of Rosart' s letterforms. The italic of Stuyvesant 
is a new design , drawn in harmony with the Rosart feel- 
ing. This is the first use of the face in a book. 

The book was composed , printed , and bound by The 
Plimpton Press, Norwood, Massachusetts. The typogra- 
phy and binding are by W. A. Dwiggins. 
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